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FOREWORD 


Folk Art in an expression of rural people which manifests itself through various 
forms of songs, dances and plays. Though Orissa is more known for its beautiful classical 
dance ‘Odissi’, it also attracts attention to its varied forms of folk arts cultivated 
by millions of village people. Folk life and folk art are inseparably attached to each 


other. Therefore, the villagers themselves are the participants and their patrons. 


It has been an active work of the Orissa Sangeet Natak Akademi to encourage 
and support the folk performing groups who have kept alive the traditon. At the 
same time attempt is being made to record their origin, history, nature of performance 
etc. through books and book-lets. The present book ‘Folk Theatre of Orissa’ is such 


an attempt. 


] thank Shri Dhirendra Nath Pattanaik, a well known authorty on the performing 
arts of Orissa for giving the Akademi an opportunity to publish this book which 


1 believe is the result of long and devoted work. 


15th January 1998. Sri Bhupinder Singh 
President. 
Orissa Sangeet Natak Akademi 
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PREFACE 


Of the several objectives of the Orissa Sangeet Natak Akademi, to publish books 
on the performing arts of Orissa is one. So far, the Akademi has already published 
a number of ‘books on Odissi Dance, Odissi Music, Chhow Dance etc. As the literature 
on the folk performing arts are but few, the Akademi commissioned the book ‘Folk 
Theatre of Orissa’ by Shri Dhirednra Nath Pattnaik, the former Secretary of the 
Akademi and a well know scholar in the field. Over the years he has made an in- 
depth study on all the forms, some of which are now becoming extincit the book 
provides valuable information and knowledge to both Oriya and non-Oriya readers 
about the folk plays prevalent in diffrent areas of the State and how they have been 


nurtured by the rural people as a recreational as well as an activity of entertainment. 


The Akademi looks forward to publish similar works on other fields of performing 


Arts also. 


Ist. January, 1998 Dr. (Smt) Sudha Mishra, 
Secretary 
Orissa Sangeet Natak Akademi 
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INTRODUCTION 


With the rapid urbanisation of the country affected by the vast industrial 
growth and other developmental works, the cradle of ‘Folk culture’ is no more 
the rustic hamlets of the country-side. It's various forms are now more frequent 
in the suburbs than in the villages where they grew. It is because, large sections 
of village people, the unlettered and little lettered are being drawn to the cities 
and towns in search of livelihood where they are setting up temporary homes. 
But they do not derive that much of pleasure or entertainment from a sophisticated 
cinema show, a theatrical performance, a racital of classical dance or music 
as they remain basically rural and thereby rustic and traditional. Therefore, inspite 
of the rapid urbanisation 'Folk Art' still remains the art of the unletterd and 
the little-lettered people living both in the rural as well as urban areas. 

If one is to understand the spirit of rural India, he must have to go through 
the folk-arts of the country which have grown over the centuries and are an 
intimate part of the life and culture of the rural population. They have an 
authenticity and a charm of their own and are among the most valuable legacies 
of our long and varied heritage of rural culture. Folk Arts in the form of songs, 
dances and dramas have nourished a rich tradition. Though many of them have 
become extinct by now and some are languishing, there are surviving expressions 
still preserved and fostered by the rural folk. 

The history of folk arts of any country is obscure and therefore, it is 
extremely difficult to determine the exact time or period when they came into 
existence. It is because, folk arts always adapt themselves to changing times 
and accordingly loose something of their original form. So, it becomes difficult 
to recall their traditional history. Only through study and repeated seeing we 
can visualise to certain extent, their original form and the historical evolution. 
It is on this basis only that the attempt is made to discover the origin, growth 
and development of the folk dramas in Orissa. 

Prior to the advent of Leela, Suanga and Yatra, the most popular folk- 
plays of Orissa, there existed a number of folk-dances closely associated with 
the mass religious culture of the people. Some of them are still performed in 
the rural areas as they are traditionally essential for the ornate religious rituals 
to complete. All these folk-dances are called Nata (ନାଟ) in Oriya which means 
both acting and dancing. In all these dances the dancers are required to sing 
their dialogues and dance. Therefore, they are called Natua (ନାଟୁଅ!), the word 
that combines the virtues of both an actor and a dancer. Till now, the actor 
in folk drama excepting the Yatra which is more modern, is required to sing, 
dance and act. 

Danda Nata is a ritual dance prevalent all over Orissa among the low- 
caste Hindus. Through this dance the people propitiate Lord Shiva and His consort 
Gouri. ‘Chaiti Ghoda’ (Dummy-horse dance) is prevalent among the fishermen 
community who propitiate the horse-headed deity Bascli, a local form of Bhairabi. 
The dance which is most sanctimonious of all is the ‘Patua Dance’ involving 
painful physical strains by the dancing-devotces. It is connected with the worship 
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of Lord Shiva and Sarala, Charchika, Chandi etc. the terrific aspects of Shakti. 
The Chhow dance of Mayurbhanj assoiates itself with the worship of Bhairava, 
the terrorstriking image of Lord Shiva; and in Seraikela it is associated with 
godess Paudi. From ‘the close association of these dances with the worship of 
gods and goddesses in which people take part in votive dedication, one can 
easily infer that they were once inspired by Shaivism and later by Shaktism 
when Tantrism had spelt a termendous influence over the masses. 

The Kesari Kings of Orissa ruled over the land for a continuous period 
of six hundred years (474 A.D. to 1132 A.D.). They fostered Shaivism as the 
state religion and made all possible efforts to wipe out the deeper influence 
of Buddhism that gripped the minds of the people because of its popular approach. 
The kings started building innumerable temples of Shiva and Parvati throughout 
their territories, and Bhubaneswar alone, developed as a great seat of Shaivism 
with hundreds of temples all around. The rulers fostered Pasupata system of 
Shaivism founded by Lakulisa in the first half of the 2nd century. A.D. as evident 
from the epigraphic records. In Pasupata Sutra of Lakulisa we find instructions 
regarding the religious practices of the Shaivas. Here, the devotee is enjoined 
to dance and sing standing to the south of the image with face turned towards 
north. He is also enjoined to act as a lover at a public place. Thus, we find 
that the fine arts of architecture, sculpture, dance, music and acting were very 
closely related to Shaivism and its rituals, from a very early period of our 
history. Therfore it leaves no doubt that all these folk dances of Orissa noted 
above grew out of this religious fervour. Gradually, a series of complex rituals, 
fasting, cermonial procession etc. were attached to the dances as. a mark of 
religious austerity, and festivity as well. 

Not only in India, but in the whole of Asia, folk plays are inextricably 
connected with dance and music. They are all essentially poetic. Therefore, the 
genesis of folk-plays of any country can be traced in its folk dance where the 
dancers not only dance, but also sing their dialogues. Like wise, in Orissa, 
the folk-dances have given birth to new forms of folk plays, the song dialogues 
or the songs being the basic element of drama. 

Orissa is the proud possessor of a number of indigenous folk plays which 
are still cultivated by the rural people. Excepting few all the folk plays are 
religious and puranical in character. When Ramleela draws its inspiration from 
Ramayana and Krishna Leela and Ras Leela from Bhagavata; the Prahlad Natak, 
Bharat Leela, Suang etc. draw their themes from Mahabharat and other Puranas. 
Though originally Yatra leaned heavily on mythological and historical themes 
it has now only social plays to perform, sometimes plots drawn from the popular 
Hindi films. 

While Yatra is fully professional we have semi-professional groups in 
Prahlad Natak, Bharat Leela. Radhaprem Leela and Suang. But Ramleela, Krishna 
Leela, Ras Leela. Moghul Tamsha. Dadhi Nata and Chadaya Nata are still an 
amateur activity. They survive only with the love, devotion and patronage of 
the rural people. 

Shri Dhirendra Nath Pattnaik 
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Leela literary means sport and so, Rama Leela protrays the sport of Rama. 
As a religious drama it is prevalent all over the country and in Orissa. it still 
happens to be the most popular and widely cultivated foikdrama. The performances 
of Rama Leela are ceremonially connected with the worship of Rama starting 
from the day of Rama Navami in the month of April and is deeply rooted in 
the mass religious culture of the people. 


Prior to the advent of popular literature on Ramayana. the episodes and 
incidents were known to the people as evident from the sculptural representations 
in Orissan temples. In the early temples of Orissa (7th-8th centurv A.D.) situated 
at Bhubaneswar there are scenes depicting Ravana's lifting of kailash mountain: 
killing of Maya Mriga (Golden deer): killing of Bali: conference of Bali and 
Sugrib: abduction of Seeta by Ravana etc. Peculiarly enough all these scenes 
are found in the temples built for Shiva. Till then, there wére no exclusive temples 
for Rama. But, as it shows. people in general were well aware of the episodes 
of Ramavan. may be through religious discourses. 


Though it is very difficult to ascertain the time from which it began.it 
1s customary in some festivals and ceremonies of Orissa to bring out characters 
of Ramavan such as Rama. Laxman. Ravana, Hanuman, Prasuram etc in a 
procession who dance and display numctic actions. In later vears. songs and 
dialogues were added to make them appear more dramatic. The ‘Sahi Yatra’ 
held at Puri for seven davs starting from the dav of Rama Navami is a great 
occasion for such dramatic characterisation of Ramayan. For a particular dav 
one Sahi (Basti or street) is allowed to bring out the procession depicting characters 
of one Kanda (Volume). The procession usually starts in the afternoon from 
the Akhada Ghara (Club house) and proceeds towards the temple of Jagannath. 
After some customary preambulations the actors are taken to the Jagannath Ballav 
Math where the performance takes place. An image of Rama is carried in a 


Palenquine (Vimana). 


After the decline of the Sanskrit literature in Orissa, the Oriva language 
received a great impetus under the patronage of King Gajapati Prataprudra Deva 
of 15th century A.D. It is during the period of his reign that the Mahabharat. 
the Ramayana and the Bhagavata were written in Oriya verse on the mode! 
of the Sanskrit texts. There was a cross-current of religious culture in Orissa. 


angecct Nata Atndenmeyg 
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When the Krishna cult or the Bhagavata cult came to Orissa from south. the 
cult of Rama came through the Ramanandi sect who came from north and thev 
established a number of monasteries (Maths) in Orissa. especially at Puri. From 
this religious centre they spread to all other parts of the state to propagate 
the cult of Rama. At their instance when the epics of popular language spread 
from village to village in shape of palm-leaf manuscripts. In each village sprang 
up a ‘Bhagavat Tungi'’ (a house where Bhagabat. Ramayana and Mahabharata 
are recited by a Brahmin priest and villagers gather to listen) where their dramatic 
recitation was an order of the evening. Virtually. out of this dramatic recitation 
originated Ram Leela and Krishna Leela. the religious folk-dramas of Orissa. 


In Orissa, ‘Bichitra Ramayana’ popularly known as 'Bisi Ramayana’ by 
.‘Biswanath khuntia, written in form of several songs with Raga and Tala specified. 
perhaps formed the basis of Rama Leela performance during the early 18th century 
A.D. Till now, the songs are so popular that they are heard from the village 
folk even when they are at work or at leisure. The songs, some in direct speech 
and some in narrative stvle have a special charm that appeal to their innermost 
hearts. 


During the later centuries the volume of popular literature on Ramayana 
increased rapidly. By nineteenth century the number of Oriva Ramayana. Rama 
Kavya (epics) and Rama Leclas written by different authors was more than 
hundred. Till now, there are many more in shape of palm-leaf manuscripts. 
preserved in temples, Maths and private collections which have not vet been 
published. This spells out the immense popularity of the Rama cult which helped 
the growth of relative literature in Orissa. 


Till 18th century A.D. the ‘Bichitra Ramayana’ bv Biswanath Kuntia was 
the sole text for Rama Leela performances. During 18th and 19th centuries a 
number of Rama Leela plays were written for the folk theatre in Orissa. The 
Leelas written bv the following authors still hold popularity in different parts 
of the State. 


1. Rama Leelamruta Dwija Iswar Das(1750-17%0) 
2. Rama Leela Raghunath Das (1750-1700) 

3. Ramavana Champu Banamali Das (1754) 

4. Rama Chandra Bihar (Maguni Pattanaik 1767-68) 
5. Rama Leela- Baisvs Sadasiva (1770-1790) 


(Written on the basis of Bichitra Ramayana of Biswanath Khuntia, which 
1s the most popular Leela in the coastal areas of Orissa). 


es 


HRs 
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Rama Leela - Bimbadhar Samanta 
Rama Leelamruta - Brajabandhu Samanta Singhar 


Rama Leela- Pitambar Rajendra (most popular in the district of Ganjam)} 


9 og 


Sri Rama Vilas - Bipra Bhagirathi Das 

10. Sita Bibaha - Chintamani Das 

11. Lanka Dahan Natak - Bhikari Pattanavak (18th century) 

12. Rama Leela - Bikram Narendra (1810-1840) 

13 Raghaba Vilas- Jaduman:t Mohapatra (1810-1865) 

14. Nurtya Ramavana - Keshab Pattanayak (1834) 

15. Rama Leela - Ananga Narendra (1840-1860) 

16. Rama Leela - Raghunath Singh 

17. Rama Raas - Seba Das 

18. Rama Leela - Gangadhbar Pradhan (Popular in Western Orissa) 


In its early form Rama Leela performance in Orissa was in the form 
of pantomime. All the characters of Ramavan like Rama. Lakshmana. Ravana. 
Kumbha Karna. Singhika. Srupanakha. Hanuman etc.were dancing and acting 
mimeticallv to the accompaniment of churis singing of Ramayana. Mardala 
(Pakhaway of Odissi stvle). Gini (Sm '! “rass cymbals) and Ramaiali (castanets) 
were the sole musical instruments. The characters, while acting were strictly 
following the songs. The sequences of dances were pure and had nothing to 
do with the emotions of the songs. Thev were simply decorative pieces for the 
enjoyment of the village audience. Gradually more dramatic elements were added. 
The dumb actors were allowed to sing their dialogues to make the drama more 
effective. But, as the verses of Ramayana were narrative and there was no scope 
for variety of rhvthm and rhyme. it necessitated Rama Leela to be written in 
songs cast in the form of dialogues. But. the tradition did not change much. 
Still now. a song sung bv a character is repeated line by line by a band of 
chorus singers. In this form the character introduces himself in a song delineating 
his geneology, character. power and function. Though pure dance sequences are 
added intermittently, thev do not interpret their characters, but the dramatic 
actions always remain interpretative. In a fighting sequence when a character 
gets killed he is carried off the stage bv persons standing by. 
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The demoniac and other animal characters in a Ram Leela wear masks 
and such masks are prepared out of a special variety of wood known as ‘Pala 
Dhua' which is of light weight. Separate masks for Ravana. Kumbhakarna., 
Singhika, Srupanakha, Hanuman, Jambaban. Jatayu etc are prepared by village 
carpenters and they are painted bright with indigenous colours by the village 
painters known as ‘Chitrakar’. These masks are preserved in the village temple 
or Bhagabat Ghara (A house where religious texts are recited aloud by the village 
priest) and they are only taken out during the performances. Now-a-days where 
such traditional masks are absent masks of paper mache are being used. 


Costume and Make-up 


In olden davs the costume for the character was very simple. All the 
ornaments and costly dresses were being borrowed from the rich homes of the 
village. The villagers were also very generous in this respect. This practice was 
abolished on the advent of various twinkling costume and tinsel ornaments which 
attracted their attention for better showmanship. Nowdays the performing groups 
fully depend upon these artificial costume and ornaments which they hire from 
the professional make-up men and dressers. 


Raw Jute dved black or saffron with indigenous colour was used for false 
hair for the demoniac, female characters and mendicants. Those voung boys plaving 
female roles like Kaikeyi. Kousalya. Seeta etc. were growing natural hair. This 
practice has also been abandoned now. Professional dressers supply false hairs 
of real quality. 


In olden days make-up was very simple. The female characters were being 
painted with turmeric paste mixed with mustard oil. This was giving them a 
glazed and fair look. Collirium and vermillion were the other cosmetics. For 
make-up of the male characters such as Gods. kings. ministers etc. white clav 
(Phula Khadi) was being used. Indigenous black and red were used for demoniac 
and monkey characters. All the characters were wearing ‘Bajeni’ (jingling anklet) 
as ankle-bells (ghungroo) were then meant only for the dancing girls. This ‘Bajeni’ 
used to produce the rhythm in accompaniment to the beats of Mardala. It is 
made of iron with hollow inside where small pebbles were put to produce the 
jingling sound. It is again tied with the fore-finger at the toe. 


The Performance 


In Orissa Rama Leela is staged in a field or in the mid-street of the 
village or in a temple precinct. Where there are no elevate pandals. it is held 
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on the ground in a square space marked by four poles with a shade of branches 
of green leaves especially mango or cocoanut. The audience sit all around and 
one side is left for the women folk. All sit on the ground irrespective of caste 
and position. A narrow passage is provided from the green room to the stage 
for the entrance and exit of the actors. Before the advent of gas-lamps and 
electricity. four persons used to stand in four corners with oil-fed flaming torches 
(Masal} to provide light. They were called ‘Masalchi’, 


Though Ram Leela performances are not uncommon in fair weather days. 
Rama Navami is always the appropriate occasion during which they become 
the part and parcel of the celebration of the religious festival. In some villages 
of the coastal area the entire village pupulation gets invloved in the celebration. 
As the Leela performance continues for several nights the village atmospehre 
is charged with a festive mood. On the last day of performance, that is of 
Rajyabhisek Leela depicting the coronation ceremony of Sri Rama. the whole 
village turns Ayodhya. Door ways of all the houses in the village are decorated 
with a/pana. banana trees. holy pitchers with mango leaves and green cocoanuts 
etc. The pandal is profusely decorated with festoons of mango leaves and flowers 
of different colours. The villagers venerate and worship the actors as incarnations 
of Sri Rama. Laxman etc. and a spiritual relationship is established between 
them. Such commendable hearty cooperation among the villagers for a performance 
is a rare instance of religious fervour. 


Though Rama Leela is prevalent in other areas of the State. it is more 
popular in the coastal districts of Cuttack. Puri and Ganjam and is closelv 
associated with the religious culture of the rural people. The actors are simple 
un-sophisticated villagers who rehearse the play during off seasons when there 
are no agricultural activities. Though amateurs. their sincerity and devotion 
to make the performance a success is highly commendable. The whole village 
volunteerly contribute for the expenses. When they feel their inefficiency to 
iIcarn the art themselves they appoint experienced Gurus from other areas and 
pay them suitably from the common fund. besides free boarding and lodging. 


The whole of Ramayvana is devided into several Leelas and each Leela 
is intended to protray a single episode in a night's performance. As it is difficult 
for a village group to perform all the Leelas each village chooses to perform 
only once in a year. Thus, is takes them twelve vears for a village group to 
have a full performance of Ramayana. This is rather a continued process which 
never ends. After the last. it again starts from the beginning. The number of 
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Leclas in Ramayan varies from author to author For example Raghunath Das 
{1750-90 A.D ) divided his plav into several Leelas as follows .- 


Janma Leela 
Bibha Leela 


Banabas Leela 


Jatavu Badha Leela 
Sunva Gananti Leela 
Rameswar Bandha Leela 
Astabandha Leela 
Kumbhakarnabadha Leela 
Indrajeet Badha Leela 
Shaktibheda Leela 
Rabana Badha Leela 


12. Sesha Leela or Rajvavishek Leela. 


— © 


In a Ram Leela performance the vital role is plaved bv Hanuman. Whenever 
hc comes to the stage he arouses interest. His words of devotion and loyalty. 
display of power and prowess with stvlised dramatic actions make a direct appeal 
to the innermost hearts of the people. His actions are alwavs vigorous and 
dances difficult. For this reason great care is taken to select a suitable strong 
and stout voungman for the role. In Shaktibheda Leela when Lakshmana lies 
-unconscious. Hanuman appears with a big branch of a tree which svmbolises 
his uprooting Gandha Mardana he not being able to recognise Bisalva Karani. 
the life-saving herb. Sometimes Rama and Lakshmana mount on his shoulders 
and he acts with vigour as if wading through the heaven. There are several 
other actions which also demands similar strength and vigour from him. 


All the characters in a Rama Leela dance. but the dance is not interpretative. 
Mostly it is confined to leg movements and are peculiar to each important 
character. The pure dance portions plav an important part to make the 
performances more lively and interesting. Each character has peculiar pieces 
of dance set in particular tfa/a variations. Though the movements are mostly 
of folk variety. one can clearlx discern classical elements too. Thev are all 
difficult and demand vigorous practice. Especiallv, the dances meant for Hanuman 
and Ravana are verv verv difficult. The pure dances have nothing to do with 


the emotions. but ther highten the character's image. 
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Actions, mostly of fighting nature are followed bv the rhythms of orchestral 
music. All other actions adhere to the dance-music or song-music which is one 
of the important as well as interesting characteristic of Rama Leela. All the 
characters sing their dialogues and dance intermittently. The band of chorus 
singers repeat the refrains. 


In a Ram Leela enough humour is provided to the audience by the traditional 
Dwari, the gate-keeper or sentry. Sometimes he comes to the stage alone, 
sometimes with his wife. and sings humourous songs which are accompanied 
bv dance of faulty steps. Like the Banku of Chadava Nata he holds a curvate 
staff in his hand. He freely wields it at every body and criticizes all. like the 
Vidushak in a Sanskrit drama. He also acts like a court-jester. When somebody 
comes to meet the king he puts him or her awkward questions to arouse humour: 
Though crude and sometimes unpolished the humour is relished by the village 
audience as large section of them are accustomed to the type in their social 
behaviour. 


Though it is impracticable for a low caste couple to enter into the palace 
and criticise the king in presence of his courtiers. the kela-keluni (couple of 
nomadic tribe) often come to the stage singing and dancing and scolding Ravana 
in abusive language for his wrong actions. Thev warn him of dire consequences 
for his wrong deeds. The village audience enjoy it heartily as the religious tradition 
upholds insult and punishment to wrong doer. 


Ram Leela of to-day has been largely influenced bv the Yatra. Harmonium. 
clarionet and coronet have found their easy wa to the village orchestra. Costume. 
dazzling with tinsels 1s largely used as in the case of Yatra. Some of the groups 
have added prose dialogues which was quite unknown to the art. Now we see, 
Ravana appears with a pair of black shocks and boots on his legs. sunglasses 
in the eves and a wrist watch. Some have discarded the traditional Ravana that 
(a headgear with nine heads) as it is heavy. Masks have been completelv discarded. 
The characters mostly depend on modern make-up. 


As Ram Leela performances are associated with the mass religious culture 
of the people there are no professional parties. Till today it has remained an- 
amateur activity. The villagers hardly travel for a performance. Throughout the 
ages it has confined itself to the villages and suburbs though it attracts audience 
from areas all around. There are hundreds of villages where Ram leela performance 
is an indispensable annual feature during Ram Navami. 
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The Ram Leela Samiti of Cuttack organises a festival of Ram Leela 
performances each year and it continues for over a month. Most of the participating 
parties are of the city and the adjoining villages. This has given impetus to 
large number of old groups to organise. Each group is allowed to perform a 
single Leela based on a particular episode. Each evening before the performance 
religious discourses by eminent scholars and speakers are arranged. As most 
of the performers belong to the business and working community the performance 
generaly starts in the mid-night. The festival is held in Maruti Mandap. a central 
place of the city. Thousands of people watch the performance nights together 
for over a month. The grand finale is marked bv a pompous parade with character 
of Ramayana. 


Different styles of presentation 


In Orissa the stvle of presenting Ram Leela differs from district to district. 
Even in one district one can see various forms. While in Cuttack citv the 
performance largely conforms to the Yatr. style. in Kendrapara district it is 
still in the form of pantomime. There. it is performed in a vast field for seven 
consecutive nights. The stage is provided in the centre of the ground and people 
sit around it. No platforms or elevated pandals are erected. 


It is held on the ground marked bv four poles one each in a corner of 
a square space. The stage is covered bv branches of green leaves. The chorus 
singcrs and musicians occupv one side of the stage. Thev sing songs from Bichitra 
Ramayana accompanied bv the village orchestra consisting of a number of 
Mardatas (Pakhawaj). Gini (Cymbals) and Ramtali (Castanets). Following the 
songs the character appear and do their mimetic actions and dance. All the actors 
are enthused bv the loud and vigorous orchestral music. Ravana. Hanuman. 
Jambaban. Jatayvu and other demoniac and animal characters wear masks made 
out of wood. The masks are traditionally preserved and worshipped in the village 
temple or the Bhagabat Tung! (House for religious discourses.) The celebration 
culminates on Purnami (full moon) and on this occasion a pompous parade is 
brought out in the village street. All the houses are decorated as if Avodhva 
prepares to receive victorious Rama. Ahead of the procession the village drummers. 
piper musicians & singers provide gorgeous music. All the important characters 
of Ramavana such as Rama. Lakshmana. Seeta, Hanuman and Ravana are carried 


on open palanquines shouldered bv enthusiastic villagers. Thousands of people 
drawn from near about villages watch the procession with great enthusiasm. 
The women pav their homage with auspicious sound of 'Hulahuli' (sound produced 
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by wagging the tongue) and blow conches. The entire village wears a festive 
look. Such processions are held only in prosperous villages. 


In the district of Koraput where majority of population consists of various 
colourful tribal people Ram Leela is presented in a peculiar stvlc. In a field 
near the village three Machans are erected. one on the left. one on the right 
and the other in the middle at a back space. In the centre a place measuring 
about twently feet by fifteen feet is left out as the stage. The chorus singers 
and musicians sit or stand facing the Machans. On the machan at the left sit 
Rama. Lakshmana and his allies: on the right Ravana is mounted with his demoniac 
followers and in the middle sit Hanuman with his monkey soldiers. To every 
Machan a ladder is fixed through which the characters ascend to and descend 
from as indicated by the Gahaka. the chief singer and interpreter. On every 
Machan flaming torches of oil are fixed to provide light. The characters do 
not sing but do their actions with dancing steps and movements in close conformity 
to the meaning of songs. The Chief singer holds the script under a flaming 
torch and sings and each verse is repeated by a band of chorus singers. AS 
in other areas the vital role is plaved by Hanuman. When he pretends to go 
to Lanka. he jumps from the Machan to the ground and then climbs to the 
Machan of Ravana and fights with him. When the fight ensues between Rama 
and Ravana all of them descend to the ground. Like this. the whole of Ramavana 
gets enacted in the form of pantomim- 


In the districts of Sundargarh and Sambalpur the western parts of the 
State the presentation is still more peculiar. For the performance continuing 
for seven nights the venue is not restricted to one place. It is shifted every 
night to a new location. When it comes to Rama's coronation cermony it is 
held in the mid-street of the village. When it is Panchabati where Seeta is confined 
by Ravana it is held in a mango grove or a similar place with trees inorder 
to bring about the atmosphere of the forest. When it is Lanka. the Ravana's 
abode it is held in the outer end of the village inorder to create the atmosphere 
of a far of place. Like this. th whole of Ramavana is performed. In a number 
of villages Big fairs are also held from the day of Ram Navami which continue 
for several nights. In the fair ground Ram Leela performances by various village 


groups are also arranged. 


In this style the characters sing their dialogues. Hanuman. the monkey 
soldiers. Ravana. Jatayu etc. excepting the godly characters wear colourful masks 
made out of soft wood bry the village carpenters and painted bright by the 
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traditional village painters known as 'Chitrakar’. The masks are carefully preserved 
and some of them are as old as hundred vears. 


In the district of Ganjam which shares its boundary with the Srikakulam 
district of Andbra Pradesh Ram Leela is known as Ram Nataka. The propagator 
of this form is Mahanta Ramadhin Das of Haridakhandi Math. who has also 
written the musical script. It has no prose dialogues. The whole performance 
takes place in a field or the village street. A permanent wooden stage havingg 
three tiers is erected. When the performance is over it is easily dismantled and 
preserved. It is also carried to distant places by bullock carts where the village 
group goes to perform. 


On the uppermost tier decorative chairs are placed for kingly character. 
The lower tiers are meant for characters of low origin. A square space is left 
out in front of the three-tier stage as acting area. On one side sits or stands 
the Gahaka with the script and with him stand the musicians and the chorus 
singers. The green room is located a little further from the stage. The costume 
is verv elaborate and thc make-up is bright and gaudv. 


Some of the groups are now using proscinium. side curtains and painted 
scenes as back drops. This is mostlv due to the influence of theatre. A sce- 
through curtain made out of bamboo chicks is used during opening of important 
scenes. Behind the curtain crackers are burst to give effect to the appearance 
of important characters. After the description of the Gahaka the characters descend 
to the ground to sing their dialogues with movements round the acting area. 


The performance starts late at night and sometimes lingers till high noon. 
Sometimes there happens to be a gap of ten to fifteen minutes. This time is 
allowed to the musicians and singers to relax. As the whole drama is a continued 
piece this break is allowed oniv after important scenes. The performance continues 
for nights together in which most of the villagers get involved some how or, 
rather. 


Ramaleela in Bisipada 


The Ram Leela in Bisipada is most colourful. claborate and interestingly 


celebrated for fourteen davs It is in the form of pantomime with elaborate and 
decorative wooden-masks Bisipada is a big \illage in the tribal district of 
Kandhamal This is the village of the rebel tribal leudvrs Dora Bisoi. Chakra 
Bisor. Nabaghan Kuanr and others who fought against the Brush colonialism 
After the rebellion was crushed one Dinabandhu Partanaik was dzputcd bx the 
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British Gout. as Tahasildar (Revenue Officer) and agent to administer the region. 
He was a man of rcligious bent of mind. Instead of taking repressive measures 
he started the performance of Ram Leela bv involving the villagers to win their 
hearts It is said the Ram Leela. populariv known as Lankapodi Yatra (Festival 
of burning of Lanka) in the area was started as late as 1855 A.D. Since then. 
it is being celebrated continuously for the last one hundred and fourty vears 
without anv break. The Ram Leela is based on 'SreeRam Charita Manas’ written 
by Bipra Janardarna. Of the seven parts of Ramavana only six are performed 
and the last ‘Uttarakanda’ is simply recited musically. The cantos of all the 
parts are divided into several episodes and are set to distinctive Ragas and Talas 
The cantos are sung accordingly bv a band of chorus singers. The accompanving 
mn sical instruments are Mardala. Dhola. Mahuri. Gini. Ghanta and Harmonium 


During the fourteen-dav festival the episodes which attract the audience 
most are Shiba Dhanu Bhanga. Seeta Bibaha. Bali Sugriba Juddha. Ravan 
Bhraman. Kali Upasana. Kumbhakarna Badha. Indrajit Badha and Lankapod: 
Another attraction of the festival is the procession of Goddess Kali (a fulil- 
tigure wooden image) standing on a wooden chariot. The image was canvzd 
bv Late Krushna Chandra Maharana of Chadheivapalli of Ganjam a famous 
carpenter of his times. 

The peculiarity of the Ram Leela here is the profusely used of heavy wooden 
masks. Besides the god!iv charachter of Rama Lakshmana. Seeta and few all 
other characters don masks. The numbcr of masks used in the Ram Leela is 
seventy. The peculiarity of the masks is that they do not cover the faces onl 
there arc masks from bottom of the ~uist. All the masks are brightly painted 
with black. vellow. green. red and black colours. After the performance the 
'masks are preserved in the 'Kothaghara’. 

All the participants in the Ram Leela are villagers themselves. Thev take 
part in votive dedication. For all the fourteen days they observe austinity. Thes 
dine together with vegetarian food served to them by the villagers. Like Danda 
nata all the participants are known as 'Bhakta'(Devotee). 

Under the benevolent patronage of the villagers the whole festival is now 
organised by a village commitee under the banner of 'Sri Rama Leela Narva 
Sangha’. 

As described above Ramleela is the most popular folk-drama of Orissa 
presented in various stvles and forms in different areas. AS it 1s deeply rooted 
in the mass religious culture. there are no professional groups. For hundred 
of \ears it 1S cultivated as an amateur activity. 
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The religious current of the Hindus spread from the north to the south 
and vice versa, and in this process, came the cult of Radha Krishna worship 
to Orissa. It marked its advent in the remote past as late as 12th century A.D. 
by the visit of Sri Nimbarka and his disciples to Orissa who founded five Maths 
at Puri of which the‘ Radha Ballav Math situated just to the east of the Lion's 
gate of Jagannath Temple is noteworthy. There after a number of Maths grew 
throughout the length and breadth of the State. Contemporary epigraphic records 
throw a flood of light regarding the religious activities of the great savants 
of Vaishnavism. It is believed, Sri Jayadev, the author of Geeta Govinda was 
himself a devout Vaishnava in his youth and was greatly influenced by the 
Nimbarka school of philosophy, either by coming into the personal contact of 
its founder or by intimate association with his followers. Inspired by this school 
of philosophy that gave great prominence to the worship of Radha and Krishna, 
Jayadeva gave out to this world his unique creation of Sanskrit poetry ‘Sree 
Geeta Govinda’. It is not only a piece of poetic marvel but also contains elements 
of music and drama. According to the tradition of the Sanskrit theatre in Orissa 
it must have been staged in the premises of the Jagannath Temple where it 
was composed. The impact of Geeta Govinda became enormous in the religious 
and cultural life of ‘the people of Orissa. It inspired a number of imitations 
both in Sanskrit and Oriya language. Translations in old Oriya verse of the 
text is more than a dozen in number of which that by Dharanidhara is the most 
‘popular. There are more than fifteen dramas and kavyas in Sanskrit written 
by Oriya writers in imitation of the Geeta Govinda. Ray Ramananda, the then 
Vaishnavite governor of Raj Mahendri who relinquished his post in lieu of religious 
pursuits and lived at Puri, wrote "Jagannath Ballava Natakam” in “imitation 
of the text and it became immensely popular both in Orissa and Bengal. 


The beginning of 16th century marked a religious resurrection in Orissa. 
The visit of Sri Chaitanya and his religious teachings of erotic mysticism 
(ମଧୂରର ସ ଉପାସନା) immediately caught the imagination of the warridden people of 
Orissa. In their hearts it spread like wild fire and the whole mass got swayed 
with the current. It was more accelerated when Prataprudra Deva, the king 
of Orissa himself became a disciple of Sri Chaitanya and extended royal patronage 
for its propagation. Under the decp spell of Vaishnavism a number of Oriya 


poers emerged, who wrote innumerable songs of devotion pices to the amorous 
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sports of Radha and Krishna. They added music to their songs and prescribed 
raga and tala for each. And all these songs gave the basis to the Oriya ‘Ras 
Leela' or ‘Krishna Leela’. 


Ras Leela centres round the immortal! love story of Lord Krishna with 
Radha and the Gopis. As a dramatic form it is most popular in seaboard districts 
of Orissa. It is known by different names in different areas. In the district of 
Cuttack it is called Krishna Leela or Gopa Leela at Puri it is Rahasa and in 
Ganjam it is Krishna Leela and Radha Premaleela. 


Ras Leela is mainly devotional in spirit and content. There is no place 
of humour in it. Young boys play the roles both of males and females. In some 
places small girls are recently being included. All the young actors play the 
emotions as well as the events by singing of their portions in an action order. 
In the past, narrative in musical verse was provided by the chorus. But, nowadays 
short dialogues have been introduced which are said in an artificial melo-dramatics 
tone. The chorus singers always repeat the refrains. 


Like Ram Leela, Krishna Leela performances also continue for several 
nights. The whole activities of Krishna beginning from his birth till he kills 
Kansa are divided into several plays such as Balya Leela, Kaliya Dalan. Gopa 
Leela, Bakasura Baddha, Kunja Bihar, Jamuna Puline, Mathura Vijay, Kansa 
Badha etc, Like other folk plays it is held in the open air where huge sets 
are also erected. In Kunja Bihar, a profusely decorated bower provides the set. 
During Kansa Badha a Machan is created from which Kansa falls and dies. 


The Rasa Leela, specifically deals with the devine sports of Radha and 
Krishna. Therefore, it only forms a part of the Krishna Leela. Prior to the advent 
of professional parties during the early years of the present century it was mostly 
an amateur activity patronised by Maths, temples and Vaishnavite rulers and 
Zamidars. Janmastami, Jhoolan Purnima or Raspurnima, Dol Purnima (Holi) were 
the occasions for such performances. Mostly it was held in the precincts of 
temples, Maths and the spacious courtyards of the rulers and the Zamindars. 
On such auspicious occasions the patrons used to give new clothing to the 
musicians and actors. During rehearsals they were being given vegetarian food. 
Religious austerities were strictly observed. 


Those professionals who popularised Ras Leela in Orissa during the first 
few decades of this century are Mohansundar Dev Goswami, Govind Ch. Surdco 
and Kali Charan Pattanaik. Though the parties of the last two playwright 
musicians were short lived the party of Sri Goswami flourished for a pretty 
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long time. For several years he used to tour all parts of the state and earned 
immense popularity. Financially also he made a fortune and then drifted to films. 
He produced the first Oriya film 'Seeta Bibaha’' in the vear 1936. Unfortunately 
he died a pauper with prolonged suffering in leprosy. 


For about a decade Sri Goswami did cast a magic spell over the people 
of Orissa. In his days, his name became a bv-word in every Oriya house hold. 
He contributed immensely not only for the growth of Rasa. The Oriva drama, 
film. dance and music also woe a great deal to his pioneering efforts. Some 
of the finest actors and actresses of the Oriva stage were from his group. Sri 
Kelu Charan Mohapatra, the eminent Odissi Guru started his career as a boy- 
dancer in his party. A number of eminent musicians and music teachers of Orissa 
were his disciples. 


Excepting the few professional parties which are bv now completely extinct. 
Ras Leela was more or less a religious institution. It thrived under the patronage 
of religious persons and Vaishnava Maths. As it did not adopt itself to changing 
times and there was no scope for such adoption it remained confined to austere 
Vaishnava theology and could not therefore entertain the people for long. Slowly 
individual as well as institutional patronage was withdrawn. As it was deeply 
religious in intent and demanded austere practices to follow. the common people 
did not come forward to bear the burden of its continuation. More over. the 
basic elements of folk drama which attract the attention of the common people 
were absent in the form. Though humour is an essential ingredient of folk drama 
it had no place in Ras Leela. It was some what sophisticated and intended mostly 
for the religious minded people. This is evident from the preface of Mana Bhanjana 
Rasa of Baishnab Charan Das who writes :- "Nowadays some people are very 
enthusiastic to perform Ras Leela. But ther should know that it is verv very 
diffcult to protrayv the devine sport. Some people think it to be an ordinary 
form of Leela. Yatra or Suanga. Some people think. like circus and theatre 
it is farcical and indulge in unnatural protraval of the devine sport. Therefore 
1 prav. those who have not accepted the tcaching and advice of Sri Chaitanva 
Mohaparabhu. those who do not draw in their persons twelve tilak marks as 
prescribed. those who do not have devout faith in Guru Sri Krishna Vaishnava. 
those who are edicted to wine and meat and never get overwhelmed in the immortal! 
love of the God. those who are inexperienced in the field of devotional practice. 
those who have not gone through the religious texts of the great men of the 
past and of the Goswamis, they can never experience the eterna! Rasa that flows 
from the sport of Sri Radha Govinda " 
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In this age of science and the modern advancements the religious beliefs 
are slowly relegated to the back ground and the revealations are making it more 
forceful. New ideas are over powering the mankind. As such, Ras Leela could 
not sustain itself as it could not expand or imbibe new ideas. It strictly remained 
in the iron fold of religion. Too much rigidity became its greatest enemy. It 
is therefore Ras Leela could not thrive as a popular form. At present there 
are only few professional parties just maintaining with their earnings. A party 
has only young girls to plav different roles. 


In the district of Puri and Ganjam there are some prosperous villages in 
which Ras Leela performance is an annual feature. It continues for several nights 
and the expenses are borne by the villagers. Rich houses take charge of the 
boy actors whom they provide with free boarding and lodging during the 
performance period. 


In the district of Ganjam Ras Leela is known as Radha Prema Leela. 
The verse play was written bv Raja Sri Viswambara Rajendra. the then ruler 
of Chikiti, a Zamidarv in the district of Gai.,am. In his life time he propagated 
it and a number of village groups have still maintained the tradition. It is essentially 
a verse play and has one hundred and eighty songs in all. Excepting few songs. 
where verses have been cast in form of dialogues between Radha Krishna each 
particular song is meant for a single character. A number of songs are meant 
for the Gahaka or the interpreter. 


With a band of musicians (Mardala. Gini, Ramtali and Harmonium plavers) 
and chorus singers the Gahaka or the Gavaka (Chief singer) holds the strings 
of performance. The role of Radha is most difficult as she is required to be 
present on the stage most of the time. Shri Krishna comes in various guises 
to win her love. After various scenes of love plav the Leela ends in a tragic 
scene where Krishna leaves for Mathura for good. 


The last professional Rasa group only with voung girls was formed in 
1929 bv an influential person of Pitala village. Late Raghunath Panda under 
the patronage of the Raja Braja Kishor Singh Deo of Dharakot. It was named 
Shri Kishore Chandra Natya Sangha. Pitala is fairlv a big village in the district 
of Ganjam on the bank of the Rushikulva river. The village had the tradition 
of theatrical performance bv two competing groups. Therefore the required help. 
encouragement, patronage and atmosphere for forming such a professional group 
was there in the village. 


Till this time the ealier Rasa groups formed by Late Babaji Baishnab Charan 
Das, Mohansundar Deb Goswami. Govind Chandra Surdeo and Kali Charan 
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Pattnaik were performing only with young bovs. The boys were plaving the 
female roles. But, within few years these Rasa groups could not thrive as thev 
lost popularity. 


The founder of this group Raghunath Panda employed a number of well 
known musicians and directors like late Tarinicharan Patra, Laxminarayan Achari. 
Narasingha Nanda Sharma to train the young girls in the arts of Dance. drama 
and music. All these girls were the daughters of the prostitutes of Berhampur. 
Chatrapur, Ganjam, Rambha, Hinjilikatu. Kodala, Aska, Kavisurya Nagar and 
other areas of Ganjam district. Soon trained by the experienced gurus these 
girls began performing the Rasa plays like Bidaghda Madhava, Gopeswar Puja. 
Mana Bhanjan, Sarat Ras and some plays translated from Bengali. The group 
toured all over Orissa giving performances. But it was suddenly closed down 
in 1932, only with three years of experience. This was due to the death of 
the heroine who died of small pox which panicked the mothers of the girls. 
who withdrew their daughters from the group. 


Do 
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Dadhi Nata is an adjunctive form of Krishna Leela prevalent among the 
Vaishnav as in the district of Bhadrak in Orissa. The form has two written scripts 
‘by one Laxminaravan and Baidvanath. The scripts are in the form of soncg- 


dialogues. 


The theme is the popular love-plav of Radha and Krishna. When Radha 
goes out with the Gopis to sell curds. she meets Krishna while crossing Jamuna 
bv boat. Then ensues the love-pranks between them. This is also called Naha 
Keli (Love plav on the boat) or Ghata Sadha. Mostly it is held during the 
last dav of the funeral rites. the 12th dav of observation. The Vaishnavas have 
a legend for the occasion. \When Pandu. the father of Pandavas died his soul 
stuck in the mid-way while ascending to heaven. Judhistira. the eledest brother 
was then consulted. Then he immediately arranged a performance of Dadhi Nata 
after which the soul had its easv wavy to heaven. Since then it became a custom 
among the Vaishnavas to have a performance during the last dav of the funeral 
ritcs on the death of a man or woman of their community. 


The characters are Radha. Gopies and Krishna and his friends Subal. Sudama 
ctc. The song dialogues are in simple Oriva. The singing is accompanied b\ 


the popular instruments like Khol or Mridanga and Kartal (cymbals). 
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All over the world folk plays draw their plots from mythologies, epic tales, 
ballads or romantic legends. The rural audience is familiar with these tales. 
hence the emphasis is laid on characterisation and intricacy. Dwari Leela or 
Bharat Leela prevalent in the district of Ganjam in Orissa, is such a play which 
draws its plot from the epic tales of Vishnu Purana and Mahabharata. It is 
therefore also called Bharat Leela. But it is more popular by the name of 'Dwari 
Leela' as Dwari or the sentry remains the most important, indispensable and 
pivotal character of the play. 


As it is told in the verse-play, Subhadra the cousin sister of Sri Krishna 
madly falls in love with Arjuna, the most handsome and heroic brother of the 
Pandavas. When Subhadra offers her love. Arjuna bluntly refuses, as she would 
be like a sister to him. When argued. he takes various pretexts and all his 
pretexts are counteracted by Dwari. who supports Subhadra for her unflinching 
love and devotion to Arjuna. At last Arjuna vields to the true love and agrees 
to marry Subhadra. 


In course of arguments and counter arguments between the characters. 
smaller episodes from puranas and other religious texts are also told as corollary 
to the main episode. For instance Arjuna argues. he being a Kshyatriva by caste 
cannot marry Subhadra, as she belongs to the milk-maid community. Then Dwari 
brings out an episode from some texts and narrates musically about how and 
when a Kshyvatriva married a milk-maid. When it is argued by Arjuna that 
Subhadra is not a woman of elegant features, the Dwari narrates the characeristics 
of all tvpes of women qgqouting authorities and proving Subhadra to be the best 
type. The alteraation between the two: proceeds till the end of the play which 
is punctuated by several songs of variety. moral fables. witty remarks and verses 
of wisdom in support of their contention. On the other hand the play in crux 
is a battle of wits between Arjuna and Dwari. Therefore the repartee is simply 
a knowledge of the Shastras. Book chapter and verse are also quoted in support 
of their arguments from the religious texts. To this extent it is a secular form, 
for much of its humour may be contemporary. 


Dwari Leela is held throughout the night and even runs for consecutive 


nights. In order to arrest the attention of the audience Dwari improvises sub- 
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plots. which may usc local reference or satirical comment on the current Socio- 
political scene. Thesc sub-plots employ music unrelated to the main theme. Besides 
sub-plots there may also be skits in which they do a ‘take off on other well 
known folk forms performed bv particular communities. Occasionally these skits 


are interwoven. 


In this plav four characters are essential and they are Arjuna. Dwari. 
Subhadra and Satvabhama. Sometimes the boys plaving the role of Subhadra 
also plavs Satvabhama and the dancing girl. The dialogues of Arjuna and Subhadra 
are in chaste Oriva prose The Dwari speaks in colloquial local language and 
he is free to improvise. All the prose dialogues are introductory to particular 
situations of events and often serve as interludes to song dialogues. The songs 
strictly set to traditional tunes are meant for Arjuna and Subhadra. Though songs 
of Dwari mary include traditional tunes. he freely imbibes from the prevalent 


folk songs and dances. 


The Dwar: is dressed lika a clown and uften gesticulates to create humour. 
He sings the episodes with appropriate time interpersing his singing with dance. 
Through dialogues of wit and humour he often makes biting comments on 
contemporary affairs or personages. 


In order to give vent. at the very start of the singing. he vells at the top 
of his voice like Yakshyagana actors of the south. He also shoulders another 
responsibilitv of explaining the intricate passages of medieval composers in simple 
country language for the understanding of the common mass. This he does in 
the line of ‘Pala’ singers Throughout the plav. dance predominates and Dwari's 
dance ranges from light hearted mild tvpe to vigorous ones. In the concluding 
beats of the accompanying drum he jumps high up. Throughout the play he holds 
a handkerchief and uses it for various purposes. such as to wipe our tears. bind 
the hands etc. He waves it on the finger tips decorativelv while dancing. 


As usual the performance starts late at night. The beginning is marked 
by a prolonged piece of orchestral music. There after the boy plaving the female 
role enters the stage and pays her obeisance to Lord Ganapati through a song 
and also dances intermittently. He also acts Satvabhama and finally Subhadra. 
In her dance sometimes there are lascivious actions which put the female audience 
into shame. Most probably such actions have intruded from the decadant 
Sakhinacha and films. 


Arjuna. dressed as a king with a tightly fitted turban on the head enters 
the stage wielding a bare sword. He dances vigorously to the accompaniment 
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of orchestral music. During dance he often induiges in vaults in the concluding 
bcats of the tala and jumps high up. For him. a wooden seat is provided on 
the stage. Aftcr his prelude dance. he then introduces himself to the audience 
through a song. Hc moves round the stage to cover the musical interlude Then 
he acts a monologue and summons Duwari to the stage and takes his seat. 


Whilc Arjuna resting on the stage Dwari makes his entry with silent and 
evotional gestures. He stands bchind thc orchestral group with hands folded 
and sings a praver. He also recites Sanskrit slokas musically in praise of different 
deities. The chorus singers join him in the refrains. After this. he pavs his obcisence 
‘to the Guru. instrumentalists and finally comes to the stage. Generally. the actor 
plaving Dwari happens to be a varsatile voung man of the village well acquianted 
with Sastras and Puranas. He 1s required to quotc profusely from the scriptures. 
sing. explain. act. interprete and dance. The wholc play centers round his virtuosity 
and a party is known by his merit and proficicncv. 


Dwari Leela is not a written plav. It continues bv oral tradition. It is 
thcrefrore not bound bv a set of particular songs or dialogues. Likewise the 
dances also do not conform to a particular stvle or form. Mostly thev are rustic 
and crude. Various folk danccs prevalent in the area arc also frequently performed 
Though essentially a musical form it leans heavily on verbal expression Though 
dance steps and gestures all follow a set pattern. ths dialogue is allowed to 
go wandsring into new vistas depending upon the art and knowledge of the 
participants. 


The traditional accounts testifv that one Dinabandhu Das is the originator 
of Bharat Leela or Dwari Leela. He flourished during the first part of the ninteenth 
century. During the last part of the century two more dramatists of this form 
Srinath Pattnaik of village Panchama and Sri Bhima Panda of village Magura 
in the district of Ganjam popularised the art. At present there are about twenty 
groups in the district. Ten or fifteen members form a group. For a might's 
performance they charge ranging from five hundred to one thousand besides 
travel expenses. boarding and lodging. depending on the distance to cover Mostly 
thev move within the district and hardly travel to other arcas. Among all the 
groups.the group of Sri Nabaghana Parida of Kavisurva Nagar. is most popular 
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Moghul Tamasha, obviously means a Tamasha or a satirical play on the 
Moghuls. Pecularly the tradition of the Play is confined to few villages surrounding 
the town of Bhadrak in Orissa where there is concentration of Muslim population. 
During the 15th century the Afghans of Bengal occupied Orissa from whom 
the Moghuls wrested power during the last part of the 16th century. It is Raja 
Mansingh who defeated the Afghans and established the Moghul rule in Orissa. 
but he did not dismiss the Afghan Officers who surrendered before him. Gradually 
these officers became the permanent Muslim residents of Orissa. For more than 
two hundred years of Muslim rule Persian remained as the court language. 


Moghul Tamasha is not a play of single language. It is multilingual. It 
has songs and dialogues in Persian. Urdu, Hindi, Oriva and Bengali. It is fully 
operatic in character. It was inspired during the early part of 18th century when 
Marathas were ruling over Orissa. Because this was the time of Hindu supremacy 
and people fearlessly criticised and sattired the earlier Muslim rulers who were 
tyrannical. Kavi Bansiballav Goswami whose year of birth is 1728 A.D. wrote 
a number of Tamashas such as Bhil Tamasha. Radha-Krishna Tamasha and 
Moghul Tamasha. Out of all these Tamashas only the Moghul Tamasha is in 
living tradition. Therefore the script of this play could be collected and printed 
by Dr.-Krushna Ch. Behera, a professor of Oriya literature. The other Tamashas 
have been completely lost. 


All these Tamashas taken together were known as Chaiti Tamasha as they 
were performed during the last week of the month of Chaitra (March-April). 
The performance of a Tamasha is customary in front of a temple of Shiva. 
When performance of all other Tamashas have been discontinued only the Moghul 
Tamasha is customarily performed by the amateur artists of the villages of 
Sangaat. Kuans, Shahapur and Januganj. The Moghul Tamasha written by 
Bansiballv was later inproved upon by Pritilal of Nilakanthapur. Jagabandhu 
Mishra of Benka and Lala Sridhar Ray of Punna Bagal. It is said that Bansiballav 
wrote two different Tamashas. one Badshahi Moghul Tamasha and the other 
Saudagari Moghul Tamasha. But the former is only being performed today. The 
tradition of the second has been completely lost. 
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The Play and Its Performance : 


As such Moghul Tamasha has no definite plot. Most of the characters 
are un-related. They are mostly the Sebayats (People who render personal service) 
of the rulers or the administrators. They are Vestiwala (Water man). Jhadudar 
(Sweeper), Farash (Person arranging the bed). Hukawala (Person who arrange 
Huka for smoking), Pankhawala (one who fans). Bhat (Person who recited praises) 
Nanakshai, (followers of Guru nanak) Daptari (Peon). Khansama (Cook). Jamindar 
(Land Lord). Gumasta (Manager of the Land Lord), Bhandari (Hair-dressers 
- Barbar) Doodhwali, the Milk-Maid etc. All these characters are summoned 
to the stage, one by one by the Chopdar as desired by the Mirza, the Moghul 
Administrator. All of them sing songs to introduce themselves and their profession. 
Family life is also delineated. Most of the songs are farcical and arouses humour. 
While singing the songs, they also indulge in mild dancing and gesticulations. 
After the performance, cach of them ask for Bakshish (tips) from the Mirza 
and while leaving the stage ask the leader of the orchestra what is going on 
here ? He savs the festival of Shiva is being celebrated. then he starts singing 
in praise of Shiva and then departs. 


Before the beginning of the play loud music is provided with Shanai. 
(Mahuri) Dhol and Jodi-Nagara. The music continues for hours to attract crowd. 
When the audience settles down the members of the orchestra come to the stage 
and occupy their seats, just in front of the acting area. After the orchestral 
music is plaved a long narrative song is sung in chorus in praise of Lord Shiva. 
There after enters, the chopdar (Body guard) shouting 'Dabe Khade Ho' (Stand 
fixed). 'Hat Khade Ho' (Stand at a distance). This indicates the coming of the 
Mirza, the moghul administrator. Then they announce the arrival of the Mirza 
who alights from a beautifully decorated palanquine. There after he is led to 
the throne placed in a raised platform. The Mirza takes his seat majestically 
and Chopdar salutes him. Then the Sebavats are summoncud one by one and 
then begins the play. Excepting the Mirza and the Chopdar all other charactgrs 


sing as well as dance. They only indulge in prose dialogues. 


The play continues with the chracters coming to the stage one bv one. 
Enough humour and satire is provided through dialogues. The last and the most 
interesting character of the play is Dudhawali. the milk-maid (the onlv female 


character in the play). It is played by a male person. With amorous movements 
the milk-maid sings her beauty, youth. of her relations and persons of social 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


circle. The Mirza gets infatuated with her beauty and proposes love. The milk 
maid objects as she tells him that she is married and of Hindu religion. But 
the Mirza insists and allures her with promises of good fortune. But the milkmaid 
rctuses all love and allurment and finally leaves the stage. The Mirza gets 
disappointed and here ends the play. 


Though operatic in character Moghul Tamasha has prose dialogues in 
Persian. Urdu. Hindi, Bengali and Oriya. The dialogues are meant for characters 
of respective languages. But it is mostly musical and songs predominate the 
whole performance. It is farcical. satirical and provides pure entertainment to 
the village people. 
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Prahlad Natak - literally meaning a play about Prahlad - belongs to the 
district of Ganjam in South Orissa. The performance of the play is highly dramatic 
and spectacular, combining raucous music. vigorous dancing, operatic song. 
melodramatic dialogue and acrobatics. This unique theatre embodies many of 
the rich folk, classical and tribal traditions of Orissa. 


The district of Ganjam, the homeland of Prahlad Natak, had eighteen 
feudatory chiefs who used to call themselves Rajas, though they did not have 
the status of rulers. Virtually. they were big zamindars. Though they were not 
wealthy, these Rajas were great patrons of art. literature, and culture. In this 
they vied with each other. Three of the noted poets of medieval Orissa - Upendra 
Bhanja. Kavisurya Baladev Rath. and Gopalkrishna Pattanaik - belonged to 
Ganjam district; Their lyrics are still popular in Odissi music and dance. Kavisurva 
Baladev Rath was the court poet of Raja Ramakrishna Chhotray of Jalantar. 
a territory now annexed to Srikakulam district of Andhra Pradesh. The Raja 
was not only a great lover of poetry but also of music. dance, and drama. 
It is he who first conceived Prahlad Natak. He ruled over his territory from 
1857 to 1905A.D. It is reported that because of his liberal patronage of the 
arts, he ran into debts and could not pay the peischcush (annual revenue) to 
the British government, for which the government sold the estate to the Raja 
of Vijavanagaram. 


Though the authorship of the play is ascribed to Raja Ramakrishna Chhotrav. 
it was actually written by Gopinath Parichha. a well known poet and plavwright 
of south Orissa in the 19th centurv. Gopinath Parichha belonged to 
Paralakhemundi, a feudatory state adjoining Jalantar. but flourished in the court 
of Raja Ramakrishna whose name he put down as the author of the play as 
a mark of gratitude to his patron. Since then the authorship of the plav has 
been attributed to the Raja. Indeed, it is popularly known as 'Raja Natak' in 
this area. As the play was a great success because of its style and presentation. 
it attracted the attention of the neighbouring Rajas. Subsequently three more 
pluvs on this model were written by Rajas Kishore Chandra Harichandan Jagadeb 
Ruy of Surangi, Padmanava Deo of Paralakhemundi, and Ramachandra Sur Deo 
of [arala. Possibly these plays too were actually written by court poets patronized 
by the Rajas. Though the three scripts were published earlier. the original work 
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did not see the light of day till recently It has now been edited and published 
by the publication wing of the Directorate of Culture, Government of Orissa 
The original manuscript, preserved in the Madras Oricntal Manuscript Library. 
was collected in the vear 1938. 


Prahlad Natak is not a classical drama in any sense of the term. The 
text is a long, continuous sequences with no scenes or acts. It is more or less 
in the form of the Suanga, a popular operatic folk theatre. with a number of 
songs for the characters. The play has twenty male characters and five female 
characters besides the Gahaka - the chief singer and commentator - the chorus 
and instrumentalists. The male characters are Bighneswara (Ganesha). Brahma. 
Indra. Narada, Hiranvakashipu. Prahlad. Mantri, Shukracharya, Chandamarka 
(son of Shukracharva) Rishi, Sutradhara, Chara. Dwari (sentry), Asura. Bahaka. 
Gajakarna. Mahunta, Sapua (snake charmer). Kapta and Narasimha. The female 
characters are Saraswati. Diti (Hiranyakashipu's mother), Leelavati (his wife). 
Bhudevi (Mother Earth) and Dasi (maidservant). 


Throughout the plav the Gahaka plays an important role as he acts as 
the interpreter of the play besides being the lead singer. He has specific songs 
to sing. verses to recite. and dialogues to deliver. He sings in praise of the 
Gods and Goddesses, describes events which are not shown on stage. and gives 
prior reference to events. His dialogue in Sanskritized Oriya describes situations 
and the moods of the characters as a prelude to their song conversations. The 
Gahaka thus lays down the scene. gives background information (which cannot 
be conveved through the action of the play). speaks aloud the thoughts of various 
characters and interprets their feelings. The denser part of the exposition is 
delivered as his ‘concluding remarks' before the actual performance. The Gahaka 
plays the harmonium and sings at the top of his voice. He is assisted bv a 
group of chorus singers who also plav the cvmbals. The orchestra includes four 
pairs of cymbals. two drums (Mardala), two long trumpets (used only for heralding 
the appearance of the king), a Mukhaveena (a shehnai-like wind instrument). 
and a conch which signal the climatic entrance of Narasihma. The instrumentalists 
stand beside or behind the Gahaka - the drumming and cymbal-plaving are so 
vigorous that thev cannot be performed in sitting position. 


Prahlad Natak is essentially operatic. There are a hundred and twenty songs 
in the play, each set to a particualr raga and tala. Although music dominates 
the plav. the song-dialogues and interlinked prose-dialogues are equally important. 
These dialogues in verse or prose strictly follow the text of the play. The actors 
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have no freedom to ad lib. The songs, sung in traditional style, make the play 
essentially musical. Mime and stylized gestures are employed with both song 
and dialogue. Each sequence of the play opens with a loud burst of music 
from the orchestra. The rhythms of the Mardala break out in varied patterns 
after a line is sung, and the performers dance to the beats. On the completion 
of each cycle of drumming accompanied by dance. the song is taken up again. 
Because of the musical character of the play. it is also popularly called "Sangeeta 
Prahlad Natak". 


In Hindu mythology the divine trinity - Brahma, Vishnu and Mahcswara 
- represent the forces of creation, preservation and destruction. As the 
responsibility for preservation was with Vishnu. he took ten incarnations in 
various forms (avatara) to redeem the world from unrighteousness Vishnu's 
incarnation as Narasimha, the man-lion avatara. forms the substance of Prahlad 
Natak. 


The myths about each avatara are elaborately described in Puranas 
including the Matsya Purana. Kurma Purana. Varaha Purana. Kalki Purana and 
Nrusimha Purana. The Oriya version of the Nrusimha Purana by Pitambar Das 
was written in the 14th century. One Natabara Bhramarabara also wrote a text 
called Nrusingha Rasa in the 18th century. In both texts there are elaborate 
descriptions of dance and music. 


It is perhaps because of the popularity of these two texts that the play 
came to be written on the model of the prevailing Suanga theatre. But though 
the play adopted the Suanga stvle, an attempt was made to lend it scriptural 
weight bv incorporating a number of Sanskrit shlokas. These shlokas collected 
from different texts, are racited both by the Gahaka and some male characters 
like Sutradhara. The total number of shlokas in the play is forty two. There 
are cleven verses in Sanskritized Oriya and one hundred twenty six Songs in 
traditional style. The playwright has prescribed thirty five ragas and six talas 
for the songs in Prahlad Natak. 


The myth behind the incarnation is that Hiranvakashipu, the demon king. 
had a brother who was a tyrant whose misdeeds were dragging the earth to 
the icpths of the ocean. Vishnu rescued the earth by killing the demon in the 
fori. of wild boar - Varaha. Enraged at this Hiranvakashipu took a vow to 
ave ze his brother's death by acquiring the power to defeat Vishnu. After severe 
pen ince he wou blessings of Brahma, the supreme creator, who gave his word 
thai Hirartvnktashipu would not be killed in daytime or at night, by a weapon 
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or missile. inside or outside a house. No man, God or demon could ever take 
his life. With this boon from Brahma Hiranyakashipu thought himself invincible. 
He felt that nobody on earth could kill him, not even Vishnu. He declared himself 
to be omnipotent. This was resisted by his young son Prahlad who was an ardent 
devotee of Vishnu. He maintained that only Vishnu was omnipotent and none 
else. This enraged Hiranyakashipu. When all pursuasion failed, Prahlad was 
tortured in many ways, but he tolerated every punishment and remained steadfast 
in his belief. The tyrannical Hiranyakashipu then ordered his guards to throw 
Prahlad in fire, behead him, get him bitten by venomous snakes, and have him 
trampled by an elephant. But Hiranvyakashipu failed in every attempt to kill 
his son as he was protected from harm by the blessings of Vishnu. Perturbed 
and weary, one day Hiranyakashipu asked Prahlad if he could show him his 
God who was omnipresent and omnipotent. Prahlad replied that he could, as 
Lord Vishnu was every where. even in the pillar of the King's court. Furious. 
Hiranyakashipu struck the pillar hard with his club - and from the pillar emerged 
Narasimha, half-man and half-lion. Forcing Hiranyakashipu to lie on his lap, 
he tore apart his belly with his sharp claws. The slaying of Hiranvakashipu 
did not violate the boon he had received from Brahma. He was killed just before 
dusk. neither in day time nor at night. He was not killed by any weapon but 
by claws. He was killed on the threshould of his palace. neither inside nor outside 
the house. He was killed by Narasimha - hailf-man. half-lion nmiither a man. 
god or demon. but a combination of man and beast. 


The performance of Prahlad Natak is always held in the open. in the main 
street of a villgage or the precincts of a temple. The play is presented on a 
five - or six-tier \wvooden stage and the level ground in front of it. The platorm 
with steps. about six feet high. is a must for the performance. The top tier. 
barricaded on three sides (back and sides), has an area of five feet bv six feet: 
on this a crude throne for Hiranvakashipu is placed. The whole platform is 
collapsible and easily dismantled after the performance. An area of twenty feet 
by thirty feet in front of ‘the platform is barricaded by ropes. At a distance 
of about 20 feet from this area a hollow column made of cloth. wood. or tin- 
plates is placed to represent the pillar from which Narasimha is to emerge. 
The Gahaka sits with a harmonium on a raised platform and the rest of the 
musicians stand by his side. A little space between the musicians and the tiered 
platform is left for the entrance and exit of the actors. 


Before the performance begins. while all the actors are busy with their 
make-up and costumes. the actor-priest who is to take the role of Narasimha 
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worships the mask as an honoured guest to the performance. Flower petals are 
strewn on the mask's head-dress. holy water is sprinkled over the face, and 
sandal-paste is applied on the forehead. A coconut is offered at this puja and 
incense is lit. Finally all the actors and musicians gather around the mask and 
sing an invocation to Vishnu. This ritual is not seen by the spectators; its purpose 
is to highten a shared belief in the mask's divinity and power. It is pertinent 
to note that in many villages in this area huge masks of Narasimha. carved 
out of soft wood and brightly painted in dark green and red, are preserved 
and worshipped in the temples. Some of these masks are over a hundred years 
old. The masks of Ganesha and Narasimha used in Prahlad Natak are made 
of papier mache. 


Like all Asian theatres, Prahlad Natak starts with music. After the initial 
prayers are sung in chorus with loud drumming, the Sutradhara enters the acting 
area. In response to a query from the Gahaka, he enumerates in technical terms 
how the play is to be performed : the particulars of music, rhythm, dance, musical 
instruments, nayakas and nayikas. rasas. etc. He quotes various texts to support 
his instructions. This is the only scene in the play in which the Sutradhara 
appears. 


After the exist of the Sutradbara. Bighneswara (Ganesha) - the son of 
Shiva and remover of obstacles - is invoked. A young boy wearing a Ganesha 
mask enters the area with dancing steps. After a brief dance he ascends the 
stepped platform, sits on the throne. and asks why he has been invoked. The 
Gahaka replies that his blessings are needed for the success of the performance. 
Ganesha gives his blessings saying "Kalyana" thrice, comes down from the throne, 
and moves away with dancing steps. After Ganesha, Saraswati, the Goddess 
of learning, is invoked; the role is played by a teenaged boy. Like Ganesha. 
'she” also gives her blessings and leaves the stage. 


After the invocations are over the performance proper begins with the 
entrance of the Dwari (sentry or doorman}. Wearing a splendid costume and 
carrying a small sword, he enters the arena with quick movements. After a brief 
dance he sings in praise of his master. Then he resumes vigorous dancing with 
repeated whirling movements. hailing the arrival of the demon king 
Hiranyakashipu. He often pauses in his dance, shouting "Khabardar !" (beware). 
After this Hiranyakashipu makes a ceremonial entry. Sometimes he enters seated 
on a dummy elephant with a grand display of fireworks. In the old days, when 
Prahlad Natak was patronized bv the Rajas, a live elephant was often used 
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in this scene for naturalistic effect. The elephant was used again in the sequence 
where Prahlad is to be trampled. Live cobras were also brought on stage in 
the sequence where Prahlad is to be killed by snake-bite. 


A full performance of Prahlad Natak takes twelve hours. Thus a perform- 
ance beginning at midhight ends at noontime the next day. In some villages 
competitive performances by two groups are also arranged. Here the main contest 
is between the two actors playing Hiranavakashipu. Each tries to outdo the other 
in the skill and dexterity of acting. singing and dancing. As this is the vital 
role in the play, the actor must have all these skills in ample measure, as well 
as considerable stamina. Hiranvakashipu's movements on the tired platform are 
acrobatic as well as athletic.His voice is alivavs commanding and powerful. When 
he summons his son or servants, he vells at the top of his voice. The actor 
has to perform at this pitch for twelve hours at a stretch, and in full costume. 
Though there are more than fifty Prahlad Natak groups in Ganjam. there are 
only a handful of actors who can plav the role of Hiranvakashipu with masterly 
skill. Generally actors playing the role of Hiranvakashipu serve their apprenticeship 
from early childhood by plaving the role of Prahlad. 


Costume and make-up in this folk theatre is as elaborate and splendid 
as in Kathakali or Yakshagana. Hiranvakashipu. Prahlad and Dwari wear multi- 
coloured skirts, colourful jackets. and artificial ornaments on the arm and wrist. 
They have huge and glittering headgears embellished with small multi-coloured 
glass beads. There are few traditional craftsmen today to make costumes and 
headgears for Prahlad Natak. 


As for make-up, while the faces of all other characters including Prahlad 
are painted realistically, Hiranvakashipu's face is painted bright red. It will not 
be out of place to mention here that the Pat Bhokta - chief devotee of Chaitra 
Parva, who carries the holy pitcher - jatra-ghat or Nisa-ghata - also paints 
his face red. While the red make-up of Hiranvakashipu suggests ferociousness 
to the audience, that of the Pat Bhokta suggests fertility as he carries the holv 
pitcher). 


Hiranvakashipu wears a beautifully plaited long brown beard. The 
moustaches, rolled rope-like with zari and tied behind the ears. The Minister 
and the courtiers wear churidar pyjamas. full-sleeve robes and turbans. This 
costume suggests the dress of a Muslim noble. The Muslim influence is more 
explicit in the Persian words used in the dialogues of some characters. This 
influece can be ascribed to the Muslim occupation of the territory for a 
considerable length of time. 
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After the withdrawal of royal patronage, Prahlad Natak became a people's 
theatre. The ‘Raja Natak’ became a ‘Praja Natak’. Today the Prahlad Natak 
groups are supported bv the villagers. There is no proprietorship in these 
companies. Apart from the actors in the roles of Gahaka and Hiranyakashipu 
and the musicians, all other participants in the play are amateurs. They are 
from different trades and professions - teachers. cultivators, small businessmen 
and the like. They play the smaller roles in Prahalad Natak. The groups move 
within Ganjam district, performing on invitation from other villages on the occasion 
of fairs and festivals. Only two groups have so far travelled outside the State 
- to participate in a street - theatre festival organized by the Trade Fair Authority 
of India in Delhi, in Lok-Utsav organised by Sangeet Natak Akademi in Delhi, 
and to perform in Calcutta at the invitation of the East Zone cultural Centre. 
One group travelled to England in 1989 on private sponsorship. 


Despite lack of proper patronage. the unique tradition of Prahlad Natak 
has managed to survive and. hopefully. will continue o survive as it has 
transformed itself into a people's theatre. 
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Suanga is a common colloquial Oriya word generally used to mean joking. 
It also denotes many other things, assuming the dress of any character in a 
play or dance, popular farce, wit, sport, pantomime, ado, grand display, popular 
folk play etc. The word has its derivative in the Sanskrit word Swanga (ସାଇ) 
meaning good person. Like the same, the Oriya word Suada (taste) is derived 
from the Sanskrit word Swada (gia). Saunga, originally meant a dressed up 
character for display. Till now, in the coastal areas of Orissa when the idols 
are taken out in procession during the religious festivals people dress themselves 
up to display various mythological characters such as Rama, Lakshmana, 
Parusurama, Ravana, Hanuman, Jambaban, Radhakrishna, Rakshyasa, 
Mendicants, etc. All of them act, dance or walk with stylised movements .to 
the rhythm of country drums at the head of the procession. These characters 
displayed in the procession are known as ‘'Suanga'. During the festivals people 
of one village still enquire from the people of another village as to what 'Suangas' 
they are bringing out. In olden days only mythological characters used to appear 
during the procession. Later, people wanted more of mirth and laughter out 
of the characters and the monotony was broken. Animal characters, young wife 
and old husband, a miser with a protruding belly, bride groom with one eye 
etc. were introduced. In the rural areas the tradition is still continued and people 
in general, both participants and the spectators derive enough pleasure out of 
it. | 
Scholars are of opinion that the word ‘Swanga’' (qig) has been derived 
from the Sanskrit ‘Swanga Sausthababhinay’ (ସ୍ଵର୍ଗ ସ୍ବୌଷ୍ଠବାଭିନୟ) which meant acting 
and dancing a play. This line occurs in Kalidasa's famous play 
‘Malabikagnimitra’. Gradually Sausthababhinay was dropped and only 'Swanga' 
meant the acting of a play which took the colloquial form 'Suanga' in Oriya, 
Swang in Hindi, 'Soyang' (ସାଇ) in Bengali and ‘'Sumang' (ସୁମାସ) in Manipuri. 
In upper India ‘Swang' stand for farcial acting. 


Though it is difficult to determine how and when 'Suanga' as a folk 
play originated in JVrissa., it is evident that it's tradition is very old. Two Suanga 
plays which have cast tremendous influence on the Oriya life and society since 
several centuries are the Deula Tola Suanga by Bipra Nilambara and 
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"Laxmipurana Suanga” by Balaram Das, both belonging to Ithe 15th century 
‘A.D. The first Suanga depicts the legendary episode of the building of the 
Jagananth Temple at Puri and the latter narrates the quarrel of Laxmi with 
Balabhadra. the elder brother of Lord Jagannath who expelled Her from .the 
temple for visiting the house of an untouchable woman. Laxmi, banished from 
the temple stayed with Her father Sagara, the Sea God. When Laxmi went out, 
the temple fell on evil days and both Balabhadra and Jagannath, the Gods roamed 
about with hunger. At last, they reached the doors of Laxmi with begging bowls 
and She took pity and forgave them. Both these 'Suangas' have been made 
immensely popular by the Natha Yogis and the Chakulia Pandas whose profession 
it is to sing such plays as ballads moving one door to another. Though these 
popular Suangas have inspired a number of other Suanga, Yatra and stage- 
plays and even films, it is very difficult to say whether they were being staged 
or. only meant for ballad singing by the traditional singers. Another suanga 
known as Kapata Pasha Suanga written during the same period is sung by the 
Patua dancers of Orissa. 


Though in all these three early Suangas there are no scene divisions, 
the stories have been narrated in the form of a long poem with characters speaking 
in direct speech as it is in dialogues. When the Suanga adopted the dramatic 
form and different characters were introduced the verse dialogues were set to 
traditional tunes for the use of the actors. The band of chorus singers were 
taking care of the narratives. 


Suanga as a form of folk play perhaps originated as a development 
over the Leelas. While the Leelas were mostly concerned with the glorification 
of the principal deities of the Rama and Krishna, Suanga mostly concerned itself 
with stories from legends, folk lores, episodes from mythologies and sometimes 
from history. It has been mentioned earlier that in its formative period Leela 
was in the form of a pantomime where mimetic actors were acting and dancing 
to the accompaniment of a group of chorus singers. But, in Suanga all the 
characters sing, dance and act. Therefore Suanga can be said a form of Gitabhinay 
or Opera in which all the characters are enjoined to sing their dialogues. The 
refrain of each song dialogue is echoed by the chorus singers. 


Strangely enough, besides the three early Suangas written in the form 
of ballads we do not come across, any such writing till the last quarter of the 


19th century, though Leelas written during 16th century onwards are plenty in 
number. Jt is perhaps the monotony of the Leelas that inspired the creative 
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artists of the country-side to invent something new on the model of the civilized 
Sanskrit drama. Some are of opinion that Suanga is an older form than Leela. 
There assumption is strengthened with the argument that the early Suangas were. 
written during the 15th century. But these Suangas are almost in the category: 
of ballads and were never staged. If it would have been a living form there 
would not have been a gap of four centuries to come across another play. It’ 
is therefore believed that the developed from of Suanga took shape only during 
the last part of the 19th century with themes from Puranas, mythological treatises, 
history, legends and folklore. The theme, characters and the presentation all’ 
became new to the audience who were immediately receptive. 


The peculiarity of Suanga lies with the self introduction of characters. 
Each character introduces himself to the audience with the geneology. relations. 
power and activities. Then only he indulges himself in the song dialogue with 
other characters. Noble characters such as Gods, Goddesses. Kings and queens 
etc. sing in chaste Oriva verse. All other side characters belonging to the lower 
strata of life such as Dwari(sentry). Dasi etc sing in colloquial Oriva verse. 
All these side characters give an humble picture of their life in relation to the 
society in addition to their part in the drama. 


The most comic character in Suanga is the Dwari (sentry). He is a stock 
character in almost all the folk dramas extant in Orissa. His functions are same 
as that of Vidusak in a Sanskrit drama. He is simply a buffoon and a fun 
maker. He does not play a vital role in the development of the plot. Humour 
is created by him through dialogues, gesticulations and harsh criticism. Though 
a mere attendant in the court of a king he enjoys the freedom to criticise every 
body including his own master. This leads us to agree with the views, of 
M.Schuyler who writes "The Vidushak originated not in the court drama under 
the influence of the Brahmana caste. but in the earlier plavs of the different 
tribes of India. This is why we find the Vidushak in the extant plays a simple 
buffoon and fun maker". 


The Dwari apart form his buffoonery posseses a special aptitude for comic 
perception. He is also a butt of redicule and object of laughter. He smears 
his face with powder of white clay and holds a curvate staff. He dances, sings 
and arouses laughter with jocular movements. 


In the beginning of a Suanga play Nata and the Nati appear to introduce 
the play to the audience as it is done by the Sutradhara and Nati in a Sanskrit 
drama. Then the play gets the start. A small pandal of wooden cots joined together 
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or a rectangular space in the mid-street or in a field serves as a stage. A few 
masalchis (torch bearers), a chorus group of four five men with musical 
instruments (Harmonium, Mardala, Dholak, Tikura and cymbals) was all the 
paraphernalia required for the performances of the plays. People used to sit 
all around the performing area. 


Though Suanga did not possess a style for the neat and planned construction 
of the plot as in the Sanskrit play or the high characteristics or artistic modern 
modes of exposition., it was superb, especially in the contemporary satire. This 
satire used to be provided not through the important characters of the play, 
but through side characters and by inclusion of farces having no relation to 
the basic plots. The farces were generally in duet form such as Chakara-Chakarani 
(servant and his wife) Dhoba-Dhobuni (washerman and his wife), Keuta-Keutuni 
(fisherman and his wife). Chamar-Chamarani (shoemaker and his wife), Kela- 
Kelwuni (Man-woman of Kela tribe) etc. In between the scenes of the Suanga 
plavs, all these farces not only used to create humour and provide comic relief 
to the audience, but also used to suggest social correctives with satire. Through 
course and sometime obscene in treatment. it was admired by the changing society. 


It has been noted that Lela performances were confined to amateurs of 
the village and did not require much of rehearsal or preparation as all the actors 
had to remain dumb. When Suanga came as a devlopment over the Leela all 
the characters were enjoined to sing. act and dance. Amateurs had no time to 
spend for preparations. So.professional groups sprang up to cater to the taste 
of the general audience during the third quarter of the 19thcentury. A number 
of Suanga, play-wrights started their o\vn groups and moved round all over 
Orissa for their earning. They recruited young good looking boys to play the 
roles. Among the noted playwrights who had contributed immensely to the Suanga 
theatre of Orissa are Jagannath Pani, Bondhu Nayak, Bhikari Nayak, Trilochan 
Rayguru, Arakshita Nayak, Maguni, Gopal Das, Govind Surdco, Kanhw Pani, 
Baishnab Pani, Krishna Prasad Basu. Bhagabat Prasad Das. Ramachandra Swain 
and Dayanidhi Swain. All these playwrights had their own groups to perform 
their plays. 


Jagannath Pani of Nalanga (Near Bhadrak in Balasore)was the most 
powerful and popular playwright of Suanga plays during the second part of 
the 19th centuary. At this time Suanga was also known as ‘Leela Samaja’. He 
wrote about twenty five Suanga plavs and the most popular of them were Dakshya 
Yagnya. Parijat Haran. Bhutakrida. Akshya Krida, Rukmini Parinoy.Mcn 
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Bhanjan, Laxmana Saktibhed, Samudra Manthan and Ranjit Raja Upakhyan. 
For a number of years the plays of Jagannath Pani were the only plavs for 
a number of professional parties. He did cast tremendous influence over the 
latter Suanga playwrights. Baishnab Pani the pioneer of Oriya Yatra and the 
greatest name in the history of Orissa's flok theatre was largely influenced bv 
the writings of Jagannath Pani in the formative years of his career. For a number 
of years Baishnab Pani, before starting his career as a playwright used to perform 
the plays of Jagannath by his own company. Then he wrote a considerable number 
of Suanga plays on the model of his predecessor. Sri Pani has expressed his 
much indebtedness to Sri Jagannath Pani in his own autobiography. 


From early 19th century to the thirties of this century Suanga was the 
most favourite entertainment. So far it had no rival in the field. The advent 
of Yatra however challenged this monopoly and finally pushed back Suanga 
to be lost in the oblivion. On the other hand the mimetic Leelas adopted the 
Suanga form to survive. Thanks to some publishers by whose grace we now 
find a number of Suanga plays in printed form. When Yatra became popular. 
a number of them were converted to Yatra plays in the name of Geeti Natya 
by addition of prose dialogues in blank verse. In printed forms Suanga plays 
were also known as Geetabhinoy (Opera). 


Suanga is somewhat a form of opera. More was involved here then mere 
theatre since dramas combine poetry with music and dance. An actor in Suanga 
had to possess. in addition to his vocal talent qualities of a mime, a dancer 
and sometimes an acrobat. The female roles were played by young bovs. The 
costume and make-up was simple and indigenous. All the actors used to wear 
Bajeni, a kind of anklet made out of iron with pebbles inside to produce the 
jingling sound. All of them were singing and dancing intermittently. 


Though real ‘Suanga' has been extinct in the coastal areas of Orissa due 
to the much popularity of Yatra, it still survives in the ex-state areas of Kalahandi 
and Bolangir. In most of the prosperous villages there are both amateur and 
semi-professional groups. Still now, they continue to perform in the traditional 
stvle and have not yet used foreign musical instrument, not even the popular 
instrument harmonium. During religious festivals in the temples and other social 
gatherings ‘Suanga’ performances are very common in these areas. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


ର 
DO 
Zz 
ଶ୍‌ 
aD 
vp 


Orissa Sangeet Natal Atadem 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Yarra is the latest form of literary folkplay prevalent in the east-zone 
of the country viz. West Bengal, Orissa, Assam, Manipur and Tripura. Inspite 
of the tremendous popularity of cinema and the stage it withstands the competition 
and still occupies the top most position in mass entertainment. It is because. 
the Yatra has been a cultural heritage of the area with many longer years than 
the stage or cinema. It sprouted from the soil whereas the other two were inspired 
by the Western example. In Orissa, Yatra originated as a development over 
the prevailing folkplay 'Suanga' during the last quarter of thel 9th century. The 
main developments were, introduction of dialogues in blankverse, use of foreign 
musical instruments, dazzling costume, humour with rustic characters in local 
dialect. use of gaslamps etc. 


Yatra as the latest form out literary folkplav performance was unknown 
to Orissa till the beginning of this century. Though meaning a piligrimage, to 
set off etc. it largely means a festival in India and Nepal. Yatra signifies 
a religious celebration to a deity in the form of a Mela or popular assemblage. 
In Nepal ‘Kumari Yatra’ and ‘Machhindra Yatra’ are great religious festivals. 
Hindu religious texts and Buddha Jatakas enumerate a number of festivals as 
Yatra. The core of these Yatra festival consisted of the worship of a deity but 
their outer milleu took the form of merriment and rejoicing and communal 
gathering for the purpose of entertainment by music. dance, feasting and different 
kinds of acrobatic shows and dramatic performances. These entertainments during 
the Yatra or festivals became so popular that the entertainment themselves became 
svnonvmous with the festivals itself and came to be called by the same name 
‘Yatra’ The inconvenience experienced by the performers in entertaining a milling 
and jostling crowd in a moving procession perhaps, necessitated the move to 
conduct the shows and dances in a fixed arena. It has also been suggested 
bv some scholars that these performances were perhaps the even tide camp 
fire entertainments of the pilgrims wending their way to distant shrines, or where 
they performed as a propitiation to the deity at the end of a pilgrimage. Dramatic 
performance during a Yatra or festival was an ancient tradition. Bhababhuti's 
two Sanskrit plays were written to be performed during the Yatra of 
Kalaprivanath. Kalidasa's ‘Malabikagnimitra’ and Sriharsha's 'Ratnavali’ were 
performed during the spring festival. The play ‘Anargha Raghava'’ by Murari 
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Misra was enacted during the Yatra of Sri Purusottam (the Rath Yatra of Lord 
Jagannath). Thus, instances of such dramatic.performances during ‘Yatra’ can 
be multiplied. Gradually when dramatic performance dissociated itself from the 
Yatra and began to be cultivated as a form of art for the entertainment of the 
people, it also came to be known as Yatra. This happened in Bengal where 
the religious folk plays were named after the Gods and Godesses such as Sakti 
Yatra, Krishna Yatra, Chandi Yatra. Ram Yatra, Chaitanya Yatra. etc. But 
in Orissa such folk dramas were known as Ram-Leela, Krishna Leela, Ras Leela 
and Suanga. Therefore, it is assumed that the tradition of modern Yatra as 
a ‘folkplay' came to Orissa from Bengal. But it came not as a blind imitation. 
It came as a development over the prevailing folk form, Suanga. Most of the 
pioneers of Oriya Yatra like Gopal Das, Jagannath Pani, Baishnab Pani. Bandhu 
Nayak etc. were originally Suanga playwrights. On the emergence of Yatra 
with its popular appeal, they were forced to adopt the Yatra form. Its growth 
and development in Orissa came as an improvement over the prevailing forms 
and the main development was the introduction of dialogue in blank-verse. 
However, the song dialogue was not dispensed with. At the initial stage of 
introduction, the blankverse dialogue remained almost reduntant inspite of its 
forceful application. Later, it was put in proper form and style. The added 
attraction of Yatra was its orchestra with foreign musical instruments such as 
harmonium, violin, clarionet, cornet. kettle drum, and the use of dazzling costume, 
and gas lamps. 


Orissa was the last province in India to come under British subjugation 
which was completed in the vear 1803 A.D. The British were followed by a 
large band of Bengali Officers who by manipulation evicted a large number 
of Oriya Zamindars. Between 1806 and 1816, within a period of ten vears 1011 
estates out of 2340 were sold by public auction. These estates were purchased 
directly by the Bengali Officers in their name or indirectly by their relations. 
ln the years 1905-1906, under a sun-set law, more than two hundred estates 
were again auctioned at Calcutta and this time also they were largely held by 
Bengalis. Most of the important Zamindars of the sea-board districts of Cuttack, 
Puri and Balasore were occupied by them. The publication of the notice of this 
general sale was not sent up till the day before, though according to law, one 
month's notice before ,the sale was necessary. The zamindars sent a petition 
to the Governor General in Council stating that the chief cause of their inability 
to pay their revenue for the vear 1905-1906 was the failure of crop by draught. 
Inspite of this natural calamity which was beyond their control, more than two 
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hundred estates were sold for a sum which did not cover the balance due from 
them. Unfortunately the petitiqn was treated as a pretext to evade payment of 
revenue. The drought was followed by heavy flood next year. 


This unlawful dislodging of the Oriya Zamindars aroused a great 
discontentment which resulted in a great rebellion known as ‘Paik Rebellion’. 
against the British Government. Under the leadership of the Raja of Khurda. 
the Oriva Paik soldiers gave a strong fight with the British soldiers. but ultimately 
suffered defeat in face of the superior fire-power. The British Government as 
a reprisal measure gaolled the Raja of Khurda, hanged a number of leaders 
and a large number of them were imprisoned for life. Thus the just case of 
Oriva Zmindars remained unheard. 


The Bengali Zamindars brought with them the culture of Bengal and 
introduced idol-worship of Durga during Dusserah festival. Thev managed and 
patronised the festival in their own premises. For entertainment also they did 
not employ Oriya entertainers. They invited Yatra parties from Bengal For 
a number of years the Bengali Yatra with its loud orchestra of foreign musical 
instruments attracted the attention of the general public. It was a heavy onslaught 
on the prevailing folk drama 'Suanga' which was fully operatic. The growing 
popularity of Yatra with its new dimension rather compelled the existing Suanga 
parties to adopt the Yatra form. But the Suanga parties called themselves ‘Opera’ 
or ‘Natya Mandali'. Peculiarly enough till today none of the yatra parties associate 
their names with Yatra. All the parties are associated with words ‘Opera’ or 
Natya. 


There are records to prove that the first Yatra troupes of Orissa were 
formed in the district of Balasore which shares common boundary with West 
Bengal. In the year 1878, there were three yatra parties in Balasore town itself. 
Those parties were organised at Manikhamb. Makalepur and Barabati Sahi. Within 
a very short time they were comparable to the visiting troupes of West Bengal 
and received much admiration from the press and the public for their performances. 
Subsequently two more Yatra parties sprung up at Shvamsundar Sahi and Sunhat 
of Balasore. By 1876 A.D. there was five parties in the town. Among all these 
groups the Sunahat troupe was the best under the noble patronage of the Oriva 
Zamindar Ray Bahadur Radha Charan Das. ‘Sita Haran' and "Duryodhan 
Urnbhanga” were their most populasr productions. 


In the year 1876 A.D. two more Yatra troupes were formed at Kendrapara 
in the district of Cuttack under the patronage of Radhashyam Narendra and 
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Rama Govind Jagadeb, Oriya Zamindars of this area. On festive occasions like 
Dola Yatra there were competitive performances of plays by these two troupes. 
Following suit a number of other groups also sprang up in the districts of Cuttack 
and Balasore, but none of them was professional. Each group was patronised 
by a Zamindar or a rich man. As such, they had no scope to travel for professional 
earning. They toured, only when another Zamindar or rich man wanted them 
through their patrons. This was the time when Zamindars took pride in maintaining 
Suanga, Yatra and Gotipua troupes. This was necessary ‘perhaps, due to the 
lack of other sources of enjoyment for them and for the people as well. 


Professional troupes and early pioneers. 


Jagu Ojha of Raghunathpur in the district of Cuttack is said to be the 
first man to start a yatra party on professional lines. He founded his party 
between 1850 to 1860 A.D. Sri Ojha. like others was not a playwright himself. 
but earned immense popularity for acting. singing and directing the song-dramas.He 
mostly performed Suanga plavs written bv a number of contemporary folk 
playwrights. He also introduced farces to the performances of his plays and 
graduallv adopted the yatra form. This Ojha party operated in a fluid tradition 
and remarkably maintained its identity for a period of more than hundred years 
Perhaps this was the oldest yatra party in Orissa and the oldest folk theatre 
group in India. It is a wonder how this group was maintained so efficiently 
for over a century. 


One Dama Das was rthe leading actor and singer of the Ojha partv. For 
reasons unknown he broke awav fron the party and formed his own known as 
'Baida partv'. Like the 'Ojha party’ it soon rose to immense popularitv. The 
greatest attraction of his party was the ‘Baida Suanga', a farce in which a female 
patient goes to a village doctor (Baidva) for treatment and in turn, the doctor 
treats her with love. The song-dialogue between the patient and the doctor was 
most interesting though there was certain amount of veiled vulgaritv. The party 
become so popular that people in villages were making a mad-rush covering 
long distances to see the plays of the party. 


Jagannath Pani. (1836-87) 


Among the pioneers of Yatra in Orissa, Jagannath Pani stands out eminent. 
As the form he adopted was not fully yatra. he called it Lecla Yatrw His plas 
were fuliy operatic and had no prose dialogues. Each play was a long line of 
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songs without any scene divisions. Some of the songs were conversational and 
others narrative. He introduced Sutradhara to lay down the scenes with musical 
narratives. His significant contribution was. bringing down Gods and Goddesses 
to the earthy level by using simple. unsophisticated and rustic language of the 
mass and creating scenes that occur in everyday rural society. For example 
he introduces a quarrel between Ganga and Parvati in ‘Dakshya Yagnya’ in 
which they abuse each other like two co-wives quarrelling in a village. 


Sri Pani formed his Opera party during the third quarter of the 19th century 
and earned immense popularly for his simplicity in language. He belonged to 
the village Nalanga in the district of Bhadrak. Himself an accomplished 
playwright, musician,director, actor and a poet, Pani had deep influence on 
the latter folk-playwrights of Orissa. He had to his credit twenty five Suanga 
and Yatra plays and ten farces. Off all his plays Dakshya Yagnya, Parijat 
Harana, Bhuta Krida, Rukmini Parinoy, Subhadra Parinoy, Lakshmana 
Saktibheda, Ushabati Haran, Prahlad Charita, Dhrubacharita and Nala 
Damayanti are worth mentioning. Among the farces Babu-Babuani, Kela Keluni 
and Mogal Gouduni were most popular. With his rich repertoire Pani could 
stop the visit of the Yatra groups of Bengal to Orissa. He maintained his troupe 
for over thirty years and travelled all over the state. Then he concentrated in 
writing a great number of epics including Mahabharat. 


Gopal Das. 


Gopal Das was one amongst the early pioneers of Yatra in Orissa. Like 
Jagananth Pani he had also a deep influence over the folk-plavwrights. especially 
Baishnab Pani the foremost figure of Oriya Yatra, who was greatly influenced 
and indebted to him. 


During the last quarater of the 19th century Gopal Das, a resident of 
village Nasadipur in the Kendrapara district formed his won troupe. It has been 
mentioned before that in Kendrapara amateur 'Yatra' performances were being 
patronised by the local Zamindars. The tumultuous reception of the rural folk 
inspired Sri Das to organise a yatra party on professional line. Like Jagannath 
Pani, he himself was an accomplished plavwright. director, actor and musician. 
Mostly he appeared in the pivotal roles of his plays. The language of his 
plays though not common was simple and enchanting and easily grasped by 
the rural folk His troupe soon became popular all over the state and even 
travelled beyond the boundaries of Orissa to Calcutta and other industrial cities. 
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Like ‘his contemporaries he also introduced farces in his plays. Though the 
number of his plays and farces have not been correctly listed, he is credited 
with having written more than twenty plavs and a number of farces. Among 
his plays Kanchi Kaberi, Sashirekha. Ranga Sabha, Sweta Basanta and Rangabati 
Haran are worth mentioning. After his death his son managed ‘the party, but 
not being so versatile as his father, the purty was soon disbanded. 


Balakrishna Mohanty (1900-58) 


In the history of Oriya Yatra Balakrishna Mohanty is a great name. Like 
his predecessors he himself was also a versatile playwright, director. actor, 
musician and painter. He belonged to village Palasol in the Jagatsinghpur district. 
He founded his professional opera party ‘Jay Durga Natya Mandali’ in the year 
1921. Till 1933 he kept touring with his troupe to different places in Orissa, 
Bihar and Bengal. In 1933 he came to Calcutta and performed in a hired pandal 
for several nights with success. There being influenced by the Calcutta theatre 
parties he converted his Yatra troupe to a ineatre company and began performing 
his plays in improvised stage with scenes, sets and lighting equipments. 


He invested all his earnings in building up his theatre unit. But it proved 
tco much for him. Within two vears of his tireless effort, the theatre party 
could not survive and he was reduced to utter penury. He realised his mistake 
and returned toYatra again. He tried desperately to maintain the troupe till 
1950 but soon it was disbanded. He died in 1958. 


Balakrishna was a versatile genius. For his plays he did not only depend 
on mythology. He created stories out of his own imagination. He devided 
his plays into acts and scenes. Though he introduced dialogue in blank-verse, 
the song-dialogues were predominating. He made his imaginary characters social 
and true to life through whom he preached moral values. Most of his plavs 
had an inner motive to educate and enlighten the mass with acceptable moral 
values. Though Mohanty modernised his Yatra to a great extent, he could not 
evade the influence of prevailing Leela and Suanga. In his early years of activity 
he organised Leela and Suanga performances. The dwari of Suanga continued 
to be a stock character for humour in his plays. Balakrishna is credited with 
having written thirty six plays and a number of farces. Amar Bilas, Bijaya 
Basant, Kula Lakshmi, Karnarjuna. Sushila Malati, Kedar Gouri, Karna Badha 
and Harischandra ‘are his notable plays. He also introduced farces in his plavs. 
Though the farces had no relation with the theme of the plays those were chiefly 
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meant for creating excessive humour and serve as social correctives. Of his 
farces Pant Dhobani, Malliphula and Sundara Lobha were most popular. 


Govind Charidra Sur Deo: (1884-1939) 


Govind Chandra Surdeo is remembered for his reformative work in the 
field of Oriys- Yatra. The tradition that was being established on the basis 
of the prevailing forms, was changed by Sur Deo to a cultivated form of dramatic 
enjoyment. In his effort at reform he got the support and assistance of the 
famous Narendra family of Kendrapara in Cuttack district. He first turned 
his attention to the prevailing Krishna Leela. He gave it a dramatic form dividing 
the whole story into several plays. His plays on Krishna Leela were Mana 
Bhanjan, Ras Leela, Subal Milan. Gopeswari Puja. In these plays. being an 
able singer and musician he fully exploited Oriya traditional music. With the 
tremendous success of his experiment Sur Deo ‘wrote plays based on stories 
from mythology, history and legend. A considerable number of his works still 
remain unpublished. The plays which raised him to the heights of glory are 
Maya Shabari, Indra Sabha, Handola Bijoy. Mebar Patan, Dhruba Charita 
Utkala Ramani, Narakasura Badha, Sakhi Gopal and Naramedha Yagnya. The 
last is acclaimed as his best creation. 


Sur Deo did not confine himself to mythological. historical or legendary 
plots alone. He made a bold attempt to dramatise the popular stories and novels 
of Fakir Mohan Senapati, the pioneer novelist of Orissa. These plays with 
common social characters marked a turning point in Oriya Yatra. Of all his 
dramatised plays ‘Patent Medicine’ and ‘Lachhama’ met with greater success. 


Among all his predecessors and contemporaries Sur Deo showed, greater 
refinement in taste in selecting plots for his plays and in their artistic presentation. 
This was because, he belonged to a royal family and had a college education. 
Dramatic suspense was so aristically built up that the audience was kept spell 
bound till the end of the performance. Sur Deo had a message to give to 
society i.e. to have refined taste in all walks of life for happy living. He 
completely avoided crudity and the vulgar taste that was rampant in the prevailing 
Yatra and Suanga plays. His dramatic treatment of Yatra chastised it in such 
a way that it received the approval of both rustic as well as $ophisticated society. 


During his time, performance of farces was common in*a Yatra play as 
a brief take-off. Sur Deo accepted the tradition, but did not stoop low to 
cater to the popular taste of vulgarity. His farces were intcded to arouse public 
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consciousness for social and moral values through pure entertainment. His most 
popular farces were Tara Bai. Kula Rakshya. Pathoi Bohu. Mahanta, Hasakautuka 
and Hadubabu. 


In the field of music also Sur Deo evinced great interest. He not only 
made use of the traditional Ragas of Odissi music, but also used Hindusthani 
classical Ragas and extant folk tunes for his songs in Yatra. Sri Gokul Chandra 
Srichandan, the eminent musician of his time rendered him great help in this 
regard. 


Though the acting stvle of his troupe was to some extent theratrical and 
melo-dramatic Sur Deo did not fail to give a realistic touch to his chracters. 
Especially in his farces where all characters were social. he fully made use 
of the village dialect in his dialogues. Thus, he maintained a reformative zeal 
in every aspect of Yatra. to make it an entertainment of refined taste. 


Krushna Prasad Basu (1896-1968) 


Krushna Prasad Basu. a graduate of his time started a Yatra party of 
his own, Biraja Opera under the patronage of Bhuivan Bhaskar Mohapatra. a 
well known Zamindar of Bhadrak during the early thirties of this century. He 
himself also belonged to a zamindar family and was a resident of the village 
Kuanspur in the Jajpur district. Like his predecessors and contemporaries he 
was also an accomplished playwright. poet. actor, director and musician. Besides. 
he used to play a number of musical instruments, a rare quality in him. He 
had to his credit more than fifty plavs for which he earned immense popularity. 
He added new dimension to the Yatra acting and production and bv dint of 
quality performance could completely stop the visit of the Bengali Yatra troupes 
to Orissa. His language was chaste but simple. His stvle of presentation was 
almost nearing the theatrical pattern. Sometimes he performed his plavs on 
improvised stage. But he only used a back-drop and wings. Painted scenes 
or front curtain of the modern theatre did not impress him. In most of his 
plavs he appeared in the central roles. He erarned a high reputation for his 
commendable performance as 'Kansa' in Ranga Sabha. 


Sri Basu, though a domiciled Bengali enriched the Oriva literature in many 
ways. Besides his fifty plays, he wrote about two hundred Kavyas (smaller 
epics) for the ballad singers (Pala singers) of Orissa. Of all his plays Hari 
Anwesana, Jajati Bimala, Bhuiyan Pidh, Ranga Sabha. Kaliya Dalan. 
Babrubahan, Chhatrapati Sivaji. Sakuntala were most popular. With his troupe 
Sri Basu travelled many places of Bihar, Bengal and Orissa. 
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In the early years of this century Baishnab Pani emerged as the most 
powerful and popular figure in the field of Oriya Yatra. He was a man of 
versatile genius and high histrionic talents. His multi-faceted genius made him 
a Successful playwright, actor, director. singer. dancer, instrumentalist (violin 
and harmonium) poet and writer He occupied the highest place in the domain 
of Orissa's rural theatre. 


Baishnab Pani is largely credited for having modernised and revolutionised 
the Yatra in Orissa. His contribution to the growth of mass culture is of 
inestimable value. The secret of his growing success lies in the unique assimilation 
of stvies and technique of the old Sanskrit drama. the prevailing folk-drama 
and the western opera. Originally he was a Suanga writer. His first plays 
were Meghanada Badha Suanga and Rabana Badha Suanga. With his own Suanga 
plays and also the plays of Sri Jagannath Pani he widely travelled all over 
the state. Among all his predecessors Jagannath Pani had deeper influence on 
him as regards style and language of his form. When he came to Calcutta 
with his party, he was deeply impressed by the progress of Bengali Yatra. This 
inspired him to build up Oriya Yatra on more prominent lines. He developed 
the Suanga form to Yatra and introduced duet dances and prose dialogues in 
blank-verse He called these plays Geeti Natya. 


The chief characteristics of his plavs were the introduction of subtle humour. 
by use of rustic language balancing them with Sanskritised Oriya. Upto date 
humour in Yatra was crude and sometimes extremely vulgar for which Oriva 
Yatra faced bitter criticism from the press and the enlightened public. A number 
of editorials were published in the contemporarv magazines condemning the 
vulgarity. But Pani took this challenge and purified it as his audience comprised 
of both sophisticated as well as rustic people. His comic characters were generally 
the Duar: and a village couple For their dialogue. Pani took the colloquial 
media. the language of the village Besides he also introduced farces as tradition 


demanded 


Sri Pani was born in a poor Brahmin family at Kothapada, a village in 
the district of Cuttack. He had little education and read upto sixth class onlv. 
Because of extreme poverty he discontinued his studies and served as a cook 
for sometime. But soon. his unflinching love for dance, drama and music placed 
him on proper lines. He received his training in all these- arts in the Yatra 
and theatre party organised br the Mahant of Kothapada. 
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When Pani was a teen-aged voung man. he started his career as a ballad 
singer (Pala). As these singers are to be equally well versed in music and 
literature, he had to study Purana. Sastras and Kavyas. The Pala singers often 
enter into keen competition on the public platforms where they are required 
to compose verses extempore. Pani as a professional singer composed many 
such verses and he always kept humour as his predominent motif. This helped 
his composing faculty to grow and soon he found himself adept in composing 
songs. 


Due to domestic difficulties Sri Pani had to give up the profession of 
a pala-singer and turned his attention to Yatra. He accepted the first job as 
a Yatra teacher in Malihata, a village. with a monthly salary of rupees four 
only besides boarding and lodging facilities. Then he successfully organised 
a number of Yatra troupes at Kothapada. Bahukud and many other places before 
coming to his own. 


Pani as the king of Oriva Yatra evolved an unique style by assimilating 
various forms, classical and folk. From the ancient Sanskrit drama he borrowed 
the tradition of ‘Purvaranga' and ‘Prastabana' in which Sutradhara or Nata- 
Nari introduce the play. From the prevailing folk drama he adopted the tradition 
of song-dialogue, dances and farces. and the modern trend he accepted in 
introducing prose dialogue in blank-verse as well as colloquial Oriva. Though 
he largely drew plots from mythology and legends for his plays, his unique 
ability lies in the creation of side characters through whom he used to instruct, 
criticise and educate the audience of the changing society than vulnerable to 
foreign culture. He turned a nationalist when the freedom movement gained 
momentum. He propagated through songs on Charkha, Khadi and the opression 
of the foreign rule for which he earned the wrath, of the British Government. 


Though a correct list of Pani's plavs and other writings have not vet been 
made. it has been stated by a compiler of his works, that he wrote one hundred 
and nine plays (Suanga, Geetabhinava and Geetinatya), nineteen farces and sixtv 
five books on different topics. Orissa had never seen such a prolific writer. 
Through his lucid style he propagated spirituality, nationalism, social and civic 
mindedness and many other things that came under the perview of social revolution. 


Pani is remembered as a great revolutionary in the field of Oriva Yatra. 
A versatile genius and an adept in a number of arts he rendered tremendous 
service for the growth and uplift of folk-theatre. His devotion and keen pursuit 
of the profession amidst suffering and pecuniary hardship is commendable. He 
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has made a daring confession of virtues and vices in his autobiography. He 
was endowed with such rare qualities that he could write in all circumstances. 
The legacy he has left is of immense value to the posterity. 


Others in the field of Yatra 


Alongwith the aforesaid pioneers. a number of others also came up to 
continue the tradition. Dayanidhi Swain of Bila Lahanga in the district of Cuttack 
formed a Yatra troupe of his own. Like his predecessors he was also a plavwright 
or director, actor and musician. Ram Chandra Swain another powerful man in 
the field also formed a Yatra party and wrote about twenty five plavs. 
NaliniPramod. Indra Parajay, Ananga Prava and Babrubahan were his best plays 
Dolagovinda Mangraj had about fifteen plays and Kanhucharan Pani had about 
ten. Others who enriched Oriva Yatra were Fakira Sahu. Jagannath Panda. Harihar 
Rath, Birbikram Dev, Mahadev Kar. Paramananda Sahu. and Gobardhan Navak 
All these plavwriights followed the foot-steps of Baishnab Pani. During the forties 
of this century there were quite a number of professional parties in the districts 
of Cuttack and Balasore. 


The Modern Yatra 


It has been noted earlier that during the last quarter of the ninteenth century 
the visiting Yatra parties of Bengal made a deep impact on the prevailing form 
of Oriya Suanga. Under the spell the Suanga slowly made a retreat and the 
form of Yatra or Geeti Natva gained ground. But still then. it was presented 
in a crude and rustic style. The make-up. costume. music, dance and above 
all, the style of presentation were extremely poor. The audience was satiated 
with the rough and tumble crude form. The intellectuals and those who had 
been newly introduced to the English language looked down upon this form and 
hungered for something new. There was nothing truly aesthetic which could appeal 
to any one who expected more than seer entertainment from the theatre. So 
there was a volley of criticism in the local press. A number of educated people 
started writing articles on Yatra. heavily criticising the form and suggesting 
various reforms for its improvement. These writers were no other than the pioneer 
novelist Fakir Mohan Senapati, playwright Ram Sankar Ray, advocate Chintaman 
Acharya and Krushnaprasad Choudhury, whose writings were accepted with 
authenicity in those days. In effect, Oriya Yatra modernised itself with indigenous 


materials. 
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The modern Oriya theatre also was born in the last quarter of the 19th 
centurv. Oriya dramas were started to be written and enacted by enthusiastic 
amateur groups. The first twenty years of this century saw a number of original 
Oriya plays being staged both by amateur and semi-professional groups. Soon 
its growing popularity gave birth to professional theatre parties. Then professional 
yatra parties had to face keen competition with the professional touring theatre 
parties. So,on the way to modernity they had to adopt certain theatricalities. 
They slowly borrowed everything from the theatre except the use of curtains 
and change of scenes. They no longer confined themselves to mythological or 
historical plays. Popular legends and social themes found place in their plays. 


In recent times after gestating for years and decades with its own 
individualism Yatra has been behaving as a silent competitor to the theatre in 
its own domain. Yatra has been behaving as a silent competitor to the theatre 
in its own domain. Yatra is now largely played on the stage (sometimes on 
double stage) under the glare of top and angular lighting, most of the professionals 
having their own generators. Its themes has also undergone a seachange. It is 
no longer confined to the old world of faith and miracle. Even modern plays 
are being adopted for the Yatra. Barring the old fashioned orchestra sitting 
in an area on the stage itself and manned by a large number of hands. there 
is pretty little to choose a yatra play of today from a regular theatrical 
performance. If one adds the style of acting of either. even the line of demarcation 
is indistinct. The modern school of Yatra plavs has been unmistakably cultivating 
the accepted theatrical style of acting having practically shed the overtoned. 
tremulous. heroic style for good. 


Indeed. the Oriya stage of todav is striving hard to achieve newer dimensions 
of presentation to over come the challenge of Yatra. In the meantime all 
professional theatres performing round the year have been finally closed. On 
the reverse a number of theatre artists have migrated to Yatra. 


Though the older tradition of the proprietor being the playwright. director. 
actor and musician has been lost to a larger extent. It has been kept alive onl 
by Natvacharya Raghunath Panda of Bhadrak. Besides, being the proprietor of 
‘Saptamatruka Opera' he himself is a playwright.director, actor and musician. 
He has twentyseven plays to his credit. Excepting five plays on social themes 
all others are based on the plots drawn from mythology. history and legends. 
‘Purbaps it is the only party in Orissa which has such a number of mythological 
a::d historical plays He gratefully acknowledges the deep influence of 
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Krushnaprasad Basu and Kalicharan Pattnaik on him. Now in his sixties he 
is ably managing the party with band of only sixteen artists including three 
females. 


When the Yatra parties of Bengal are mostly city based. the parties in 
Orissa are largely village-based. Excepting one in Puri district all others belong 
to the coastal districts of Cuttack and Balasore. Most of the well known and 
popular parties assemble in the city of Cuttack during Chandan Yatra in the 
month of May. As the summer month provides a clean weather their performance 
throughout the night in different parts of the city attract huge crowd Each Sahi 
or Basti hosts a group and arrange their performance mostly in mid-street. 


Acting and the Actors 


Acting style of Yatra is still its own preserve. Dialogues are spoken in 
a loud but melo-dramatic tone. In all the plays whether mvthological or social. 
dramatic monologues plays an important part to describe the scenes. situations 
and give out the emotions and feelings of a character. Moreover. the absence 
of dramatic actions and other technical splendor of the theatre make such 
monologue more important in Yatra as they largely help to build up the suspense 
of the play. Monologues aside the stage in presence of other characters are 
used for thinking aloud. watching aloud or contriving aloud. 


As the large number of audience in a Yatra performance comprises of 
half lettered and ill-lettered people. the use of dialogues in spoken languagc 
through the side characters is inevitably a concession to the legitimate demand. 
As an important factor of realistic representation the dialogues in spoken language 
are also often used for ridicule and for carrying comic appeal directly to the 
heart of the masses. 


The Yatra in Orissa was a men's world. Like Bengal the female roles 
are now plaved by women. Still some female roles are plaved by voung bovs. 
The village-based Yatra parties employ the artists on contract during the rainy 
season. For the whole season the proprietor bears their expenses on boarding 
and lodging. The artists enter into an agreement with the proprietor. Sometimes 
directors and important actors are provided with personal servants and pocket 
money. After two months of rigorous rehearsal the parties set out on tour from 
Ganesh Puja (September) and return to their head-quarters during Raja Sankranti 
(mid-June). At this time the contract expires and th proprietor makes full pavment 
to the artists according to the agreement. The range of contract is hundred to 
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thousands. Scripts of new-plays are also purchased from the writers. The artists 
generally belong to the ill-lettered or half lettered people of the villages. In 
some parties educated young men have found employment. All of them board 
in a common mess. All the actors are required to get by heart their dialogues 
and songs in the various plays they present. The director takes keen interest 
in actors to qualify them for the roles. Some female roles are played by handsome 
young men chosen specifically for the purpose. A group of young boys and 
girls are emploved for the dance number. All these boy-dancers as well as the 
boys plaving female roles grow natural hair. 


The artist employed in a Yatra party generally fully depends upon his 
profession. When actors or musicians get experienced and earn a little reputation 
either demand higher salary or change parties for the purpose. 


Though Yatra has changed in many respects, it's acting style some how 
remains typical to the form. It is mostly theatrical and often melodramatic. But 
there is an attempt now to become more natural as conventional gestures and 
stylised actions are now only seen in mythological and historical plavs. 


The Plays 


The plavs in Yatra have changed a lot both in essence and in form. Like 
modern plays they are now divided into several acts with scene divisions and 
are largely based on social and historical themes. But there are few parties 
who have not vet refrained from performing mvthologicals whose story materials 
are borrowed from epics and Puranas. There are also plays based on.historical 
or semi-hostorical episodes. Borrowings and adaptations from novels though started 
early could not sustain in the interest of the public. Plays based on popular 
legends of the area are still popular. To name the few are ‘Taa Poi’. ‘Sriva 
Chandaluni'. ‘Sakhi Gopal’. ‘Kanchikaberi'. ‘Kedar Gouri’ etc. 


In all the Yatra plays whether mythological, historical or social. dramatic 
monologues plav an important part to describe scenes and situations. and give 
vent to emotions of a character. The absence of dramatic actions and other 
technical media. of the theatre. such monologues become conspicuous to build 
up the suspense of the play. Monologues aside the stage in presence of other 
characters are used for thinking aloud, watching aloud or contriving aloud. 


Though the advent of modern theatre and cinema have deeply influenced 
the form of Yatra to change. there are certain basic characteristics which have 
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remained unchanged. One of its such characteristics is dialogue. The dialogues 
in mythological and historical plays are in chaste Oriya, sometimes put in blank 
verse and sometimes in narrative. In social plavs the literary language is adopted 
for higher characters and the colloquial for the lower characters as prakrit was 
used in a Sanskrit Drama. As the large number of audience in a Yatra performance 
comprise of half-lettered and illiterate people. the use of dialogues in spoken 
language through the side characters is inevitably a concession to the legitimate 
popular demand. As an important factor of realistic representation the dialogues 
in spoken language are also often used for ridicule and for carrying the comic 
appeal directly to the heart of the masses. 


Stock characters 


Mention has already been made about the stock characters of Suanga. the 
operatic folk-play in which Yatra took its source. As the present dav Yatra 
has done away with the mytholovcical plays. the convention of stock characters 
is in a state of decline. The conventional comedian of old Oriya Yatra. 'Dwari' 
is now rarely seen in a play nor he has been replaced by any other similar 
character. The content of crude humour through this character has been almost 
discarded. mostly due to the adaptation of the theatrical stvle. 


There were other stock characters in old Oriva Yatra like Adrusta Kumari. 
Sanyasi. Bhikari etc. who used to come to the stage in between scenes to sing 
of moral values. Even they were going to the extent of warning the villainous 
characters to meet dire consequences for their misdeeds. Such characters are 
also now rarely seen. 


Dance in Yatra 


In most of the operatic folk-plavs like Leela and Suanga all the actors 
are required to sing and dance. But in a Yatra. the actors do not dance. They 
simply pace about in stylised actions. Excepting in mythological or historical 
plays sequences of dances are rare. But Yatra cannot live without dance whether 
related or not to the plot. Each party presents a good number of dances beginning 
from solo to dance-dramas. Thev remain to be the individual items of mass 
entertainment to cater to the general taste of the audience. Duet dances are 
a must. Quarrel between husband and wife. two wives of a single man: love 
making of an old man with young wife: punishment to an adulterous male are 
some of the common themes of the dances generally accompanied bv humorous 


song-dialogues. 
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At present the Yatra dances do not stick to any particular stvle. It is an 
admixture of classical, traditional. oriental, folk and lastly the filmy stvle. The 
tremendous impact of film-dances have made the Yatra troupes to perform sexy 
dances on film tunes. Prior to the advent of such dances, just after the loud 
orchestra, a group of young boys dressed as girls used to sing and dance as 
a prelude to the performance. This was almost like an invocatory piece or 
‘Purvaranga'. All other dances of duet nature were mostly adopted trom the 
prevailing folk-dance. Though the tradition of duet dances is still carried it has 
changed immenselyy both in form and content. 


Music in Yatra 


The Yatra prides itself on its musicality. There was time when it was fully 
operatic with as many as fifty to sixty songs in a play. The number of songs 
were reduced with the introduction of prose or verse dialogues. But songs still 
play an important part in the performance of a Yatra. In older davs most of 
the songs were set to stereo tvped traditional tunes. But as the songs are always 
close enough to the taste for the people. the songs in a present dav Yatra are 
set to popular tunes mostlv in imitation to cinema. 


The orchestra is most important to vatra. Prior to the advent of western 
musical instruments the orchestra of the Yatra comprised only of Mardala (local 
variety of Pakhwaj), Dholak and Gini (Cymbals) all of percussions. The prelusory 
item was 'Judan' a concert of these few instruments. At present the concert is 
plaved by a large variety of instruments both indigenous and foreign. They are 
Clarionet, Cornet, Harmonium. Kettle-drum. Violin, Cymbals, Dholak. Dugi-Tabla. 
Shanai etc. This concert of the Yatra came under the influence of the circus- 
band during the early thirties of this century. Realising its power immediately 
the Yatra people introduced these instruments to this concert. Since then these 
two foreign musical instruments namely the Clarionet and Cornet have become 
indispensable to Yatra. A long concert with all these instruments serves as the 
prelude to a performance. The change of scenes are marked by short pieces of 
orchestral music and sometimes it also helps in the protrayal of emotions. In 
situation of stylised actions, the instrumental music provides accompaniment to 
make them more effective. 


One more thing has been imbibed from Circus by the Yatra in the blowing 
of a whistle to mark the beginning of a scene. As we see in a circus the beginning 
of each new item is marked by blowing of a whistle. This became necessary 
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perhaps to Yatra as the green-room is alwais kept at a distance and something 
indicative is to be provided for the actors to come to the stage. 


Presentation 


The old Oriya Yata was performed in the courtyard of a Raja-Zamindar 
or a richman who were usually the chief patrons. Before the advent of gas- 
lamps four persons used to stand in four corners each holding an oil-fed flaming 
torch. When gas-lamps came they were dispensed with. A square area amidst 
the crowd used to be left for performance. 


When individual patronage was withdrawn with the abolition of Rajas and 
Zamindars. the Yatra parties grew on more professional lines. Now a Yatra 
is performed either in the mid-street where it is invited to perform on contract 
or in a field where it arranges shows on tickets. A raised platform either of 
wooden cots or of earth measuring about twenty feet by fifteen feet or less 
than that is the performing area. But most of the rich parties now have double 
stage arangement, one in open-air as mentioned and the other a proscinium stage. 
The latter is used for presentation of dance-dramas and special scenes with 
elaborate light arrangements. They have their own generators and lighting 
equipments. 


The green room remains at the distance and a narrow path from the green 
room to the stage amidst the milling and jostling crowd is left for the entrance 
and exist of the actors. The orchestral unit sit on one side especially facing 
the green-room. a number of mikes are used both for the orchestra and the 
actors. Nowadays there is no performance without sound equipments. 


Sets are never used in a Yatra. The location of the scene is made known 
to the audience through dialogues of the characters. If in a scene somebody 
is required to sit on a chair or stool covered with a coloured cloth is placed 
on the stage. Where these furnitures are not ready available the harmonium box 
serves the purpose. In a sequence of sword-playv a table is placed on the centre 
of the stage around which the fights take place. 


Usually. a Yatra performance starts late at night. In most of the cases 
it begins at mid-night when people. both men and women are free from their 
daily routine works. The performance continues till morning and sometimes it 
is not strange to find Yatra being performed in broad day light in the earely 
hours of the morning. 
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During the early days of Yatra, the dressed up young dancing boys used 
to visit door to door of the locality for tips. The leading musicians used to 
hang the harmonium on his shoulders while accompanving them. This practice 
was continuing till the forties of this century. Nowadays this practice has been 
completely discontinued as appreciative persons of the audience just walk up 
to the stage and pin currency notes on their costume. This short of interruption 
during the performance is not resented or objected to, rather it is whole heartedly 
accepted bv the amused audience. This practice has been imbibed from the dance- 
recitals of the forgotten Baijee's. where nobles of olden days used to present 
coin on finger tips as a token of appreciation and dignified patronage. The Baijees's 
dance was the most favourite entertainment of the rulers and the Zamindars 
of the state since the last quarter of the 19th century upto the thirties of th 
present century. This decadent practice of the nobles has been adopted by the 


commoners in some places. 
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The immense popularity of the Chadava Chadayani dance has inspired a 
full form of folk-drama in some parts of Orissa. It is simply known as ‘Chadaya 
Nata’ and very popular among the villages of Mayurbhanj. Balasore and the 
adjoining Oriya tracts of Bihar and Benegal. It is fully musical and all the characters 
in it are to sing, dance and act as in other forms of folk-drama. Three characters 
are essential for the play. Chadava. the hero: Chadayani, the heroine and Banku 
Bhai; the comedian. In the district of Balasore, in place of Banku Bhai he is 
the village Choukidar the counterpart of Dwari in Suang or Yatra. Though not 
on the stage, the other stock character is Mausa (uncle) who happens to be 
the chief singer as well as the chief interpreter of the play. He converses with 
the characters in country language to create situations for songs and also to 
provide interludes in prose. 


The play is presented in a peculiar form. It is presumd before the play 
that the hero and the heroine are in search for each other. The Chadava went 
to forest in his daily routine and some how lost his way The love lorn Chadayani 
who was eagerly waiting for her husband's return became impatient when days 
passed and he did not return. She then sets out in search of Chadava. In the 
mean time Chadaya returned home and without seeing his wife, again sets out 
in search of her. In the district of Balasore the pretext is little different. Here. 
the Chadaya Chadayani went to the big fair of Chandrabhaga held on the seventh 
day of Magh, each year at Konark where the Chadayani got lost in the millieu. 
Chadaya, without being able to find her went to Puri and praved lord Jagannath 
and since then they are supposed to be moving in search of each other. 


A loud orchestral music with harmonium. gini (cymbal) and Sur Madal 
(earthen drum) as instruments heralds the beginning of the play. The 
instrumentalists also act as chorus singers. The main singer plavs the harmonium 
and also serves as the interpreter (Mausa). After the orchestra is played, 
invocation to Shiva and Parvati is sung in a chorus. After the invocation, the 
interpreter summons at the top of his voice 'Banku', Oh' 'Banku'. From a distance, 
at the far end of the audience Banku appears and responds to the call. He 
introduces himself through a humorous song and approaches the stage singing 
and dancing, especially with swaving of hips profusely throughout the actor's 
path. On the stage he indulges himself in a brief dialogue with the Mausa and 
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then announces the name of the cjisode to be enacted that night in siiuple prosv 
dial.ct and then leaves the stagc. 


Throughout his appearance on the stage Banku holds a curvate staff in 
his hand. In his role he combines the parts plaved by ‘Sutradhara’ and 'Vidushaka'’ 
in a Sanskrit Drama. He bears resemblances with the comic character. 'Dwarl' 
of Suanga and Yatra. Through his singing. dancing. miming and acting he provides 
amplc humour to the audience. His very appearance evokes laughter. He is plains 
dressud with a coloured dhoti and spotted jacket. 


The love lorn Chadavani. played by a voung man enters the stage singing 
a song of lamentation describing the sufferings she had because of the separation. 
Banku comes and asks her identity and enquires as to why she is so lamenting. 
Shc narrates the incidents of their separation in songs and asks him if he had 
seen her Chadaya. She gives the details of his person such as height, stature. 
colour. dress etc. Banku sympathises at her plight and promises re-union with 
her husband. Then she accepts him as her half-brother (Dharma Bhai) and stays 
with him. In the district of Balasore it is the Chadava who comes first in search 
of her wife and is told by the Mausa (uncle) that a wandering woman has been 
found and kept under the custody of the village Choukidar. 


in the Mavurbhanj form the grief-stricken Chadaya enters the stage singing 
a song in which he asks ‘Have any body seen my beloved Chadayani?' In course 
of his quest he narrates the details of the person and behaviour of his wife. 
He then encounters Banku. who in tum asks his identity. Then he brings Chadavani 
in a bid to re-unite them. But. long vears of separation that resulted in the 
consequent phvsical changes in both of their persons stand on the way of 
recognition. So. a device is adopted for recognition of each other from which 
the actual story begins. An episode is taken from the mythology and is cast 
in the form of questions and answers. A serious song-combat ensues between 
the two who also protray the emotions of the narrated characters with dramatic 
actions. In between their song-combat dialogues are spoken in local dialcct as 
and when necessarv. The dialouges do not conform to particular written lines. 
The characters improvise their dialogues extempore on the spot. Mostly the 
dialogues are explanatory to the songs. To provide humour Banku or the Chaukidar 
some time intervene and give wrong and improbable answers to questions. Thus. 
the entire storv is told to the audience. Being satisfied with each others knowledge 
the Chadaya and Chadayani recognise each other and get re-united. Then they 
sing of love and dance to the tune of loud orchestra. 
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The costume of the Chadayva consists of a coloured ‘dhoti' ard a spotted 
‘Kurta’ (collar less full-sleeved shirt) A head gear of feather and a pair »f earnings 
are worn by him. The Chadarani wears a spotted 'Sari’ and a blouse The hair- 
knot is decorated with flowers and green leaves. Silver ornaments of rustic variety 
are used to adorn the wrists and the arms. Both of them wear garlands of beads. 
The Chadava holds a 'nala' (a bamboo staff which represents the pipe for catching 
birds). The Choukidar dresses himself as usual like the common village choukidar. 
but: paints his face with patches of different colours like a circus joker 


A party of ten usually form a group of Chadava Nata who move 2ut village 
to village. Besides the professionals there are amateurs also. The participants 
are all rustic villagers. 
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Desia Nata is an indigenous form of folkplay prevalent in the district 
of Koraput which is largelv populafed bv the tribal people, such as Paraja. 
Gadaba. Gond. Koya, Bonda. Jhodia etc. Desia means local, and the local variation 
of the Oriya language is also known as Desia Bhasa. As the folkplayv performed 
by the Desias (Local People) in the medium of local language it is again called 
Desia Nata. Although all the tribes have their own traditional dances and songs. 
most probably this form of folk-plav has been imbibed by them through 
acculturisation. The form perhaps have been inspired by Suanga. the operatic 
folk-plav which is most popular in the adjoirning district of Kalahandi. The 
form is essentially of Suanga variety which is operatic in character. Again, 
the episodes drawn from the mythologies are also common in both the forms. 
The most popular folk-plays are Gandabadho. Subhadra Haran. Taranisena Badha. 
Nilendri Haran. Shasirekha Haran. Bhramarabara. Litikumar, Rukmini Haran. 
Brundabati. Kumbhasura Badha, Dhanubhanga Leela. Bhakta Prahlad etc. All 
these plays have been written in opera stvle with a number of songs. But it's 
presentation is different from Suanga. It's peculiarity lies in the use of wide 
variety of multicoloured masks. Every character whether Gods. Goddesses. 
animals. birds and human species all come under masks. Ofcourse there are 
few characters like common human beings who appear without masks. The unique 
distinction of Desia Mask is that it is worn helment like where in the entire 
head is thrusted in. All these masks are made out of papier mache by the traditional 
chitrakars of Jeyvpore and few other towns of the district. It is said. in olden 
davs the masks used to be made out of leaves. 


Masks are used in the folk-plav to make the characters more believable 
and lively. Usually masks are used for animals like Tigers, Rhinos, Boars. for 
deities like Ganesh. Kartikeva. Durga, Kali and for the demons like Ravana. 
Kumbbhasure etc. For the characters the make-up is very simple. Earlier they 
used Dhau (Red Ochre), coloured earth, Sadhei Kala (carbon of burnt coconut 
cells) and turmeric. Now a days they depend on make-up materials sold in the 
market. 


The most important person behind the folk-play is the Nata Guru who 
combines in himself all the qualities of a playwright, director, actor, singer 
and instrumentalist. When interested persons of a village decide to prepare a 
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group of Desia Nata they invite a Nata Guru. There after, it becomes the 
responsibility of the Guru to select artists, dramatise the specific episode of 
the mythology through song-dialouges, train the artists in singing acting and 
dancing. After vigorous practice for over six months in the local Akbhada Ghara 
(the village Club house) when the Nata-Guru feels satisfied with the performance 
of the artists, then in the auspicious occasion of Shripanchami or Shivaratri 
the play is staged before the village audience. When words spread about the 
good performance of the group, invitations pour in and the group gets itself 
engaged in performing the plays in villages after villages. The plavs are mostly 
performed during the festival of Chaitraparva (March-April) which is the most 
important festival of the people of Koraput. 


There is no specific arrangement for a stage in Desia Nata. It is always 
held on the ground in the midstreet or a convenient place selected bv the Nata 
Guru. Usually these plays are staged in front of the temples or the places of 
religious worship. The audience sit all around the acting area. 


Another important factor of the folk-play is its musical character and quality. 
The performance is always accompanied by a band of chorus singers led by 
the Nata-Guru. Every refrain of the song dialouge of a character is repeated 
bv the chorus singers. The only accompanying instruments are Mrudanga (Earthen 
drum) and Cymbals. The music is essentially unsophisticated and blended with 
touches of tribal simplicity. 
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